WHY CAMPUS MINISTRY?

My advocacy of campus ministry is personal.  It began over 25 years ago when my two sons became involved with the Presbyterian campus ministry program at Marshall University. PROWL (People Reaching Out With Love) proved to be unique ministry for both boys and their father.  The most radical and amazing feature of PROWL was that it proved to be a community where diversity was treasured.  Young people from the full range of socioeconomic, theological and academic backgrounds came together, worshipped together, served together, and truly loved each other in a way that is rarely achieved in their more homogeneous congregations.  

I had much to learn from watching this particular campus ministry program.  These young people didn’t agree on many things, but they listened to and learned from each other and the campus minister who artfully and lovingly served as their guide.  This experience blessed and expanded their horizons of many young people at such a critical time in their lives.  A large number of “Prowlers” graduated to enter full-time church work and countless others became lay-leaders in their home congregations.  Surprisingly, a fair number of these new leaders came from no prior church background.  I remember distinctly one young man saying his greatest challenge in PROWL came when someone would ask him to find something in the Bible. He had never opened the book before coming to Marshall.  This leadership development became evident to other denominations and on campuses and both sent representatives to Marshall to learn more about PROWL.  

Watching all this made me want to be a part.  I joined the local campus ministry committee and eventually became a member of the Westminster Foundation (WF).  Over the years, as I learned more about the other programs across the state, my support of campus ministry grew even stronger.  The first thing the WF taught me was that each campus program was different and that these differences were as valuable to those campuses as the Marshall program was to its environment.  While separation of church and state was honored on every campus, I watched our campus ministers significantly contribute to a host of institutional programs and services.  I also grew to appreciate how important the Presbyterian concept of connectionalism is to campus ministry, as our students commonly leave their home communities and cross Presbytery boundaries to go to college.    

Much has changed over these 25 years.  Most notably is the emphasis placed on campus ministry by the PC(USA).  Unlike what we have here in West Virginia, many campus ministry programs across the country have been forced to close due to lack of support.  As PC(USA) congregations grow smaller the associated economics force more and more churches to focus on maintaining their own programs and facilities.  These same dynamics forced Synods to reduced their funding of campus ministry, and the PC(USA) to eliminate its higher education office and staff and give these additional responsibilities to its already loaded youth ministry office. This is an agonizing problem for all our church leaders, because outreach, in general, and higher education ministry, in particular, are historic and treasured missions of the PC(USA).   

Nowhere has change been more pronounced, however, than on college and university campuses.   Here the complexities of globalization, scientific discovery and the Internet unite to raise so many questions for faculty, staff and students.  Here students are asked to think for themselves.  I still remember the first time a professor said to me, “Howard, stop and think about what you just said.  Where in the world did you get that idea?”  I knew that telling him that my current position was based on something my Mother had told me wasn’t going to be much help.  The pivotal question today is whether the church (PCUSA or any other mainline church) is going to be present on the campus and part of this extremely critical dialogue.  

My experiences with campus ministry (as a faculty member at Marshall and long time elder in the Presbyterian Church) all scream that the church must find a way to stay “on campus”.   Why?  The answer is simple.  We must extend the nurture of students beyond our congregational boundaries, because we love them.  We want them to discover for themselves a meaningful purpose in life and a personal relationship with Jesus Christ – something the church gave us many years ago.  

I suggest we Presbyterians begin by returning to the campus as true partners in ministry.  When we go there, we will find mind blowing challenges and opportunities for our churches to develop and grow in this all important ministry.  This will be scary.  This will be risky, but to be effective we must go to the campus with humility.  (Anyone who has ever relied on his grandson to fix his/her computer knows the humility I am talking about.)  We must go to the campus understanding that we (the organized church where the age of the average member is 60) might be critically behind the times.  Only then will we be able to really listen to those we love. Listening is an act of faith. It is also the tangible acknowledgement that these students and their campus ministers are important to us.  If we take this risk, I am confident we can learn how to be real partners with the leaders of the 21st century.   

On behalf of the Westminster Foundation, I encourage all readers to join us as we seek to learn more about God’s mission on the college campus.
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