[image: image1.wmf]                                               TWU Core Values Statement Series — No. 6
                                                           

Growing as Disciples

                         


in Community

TWU Core Values Statement Series — No. 6
GROWING AS DISCIPLES IN COMMUNITY

Page 10

Discipleship for members of the TWU community is not an option; it is the heart of their calling and mission. Disciples of Jesus Christ are persons who accept Jesus for who He truly is, the Son of the living God, and who, by the Holy Spirit, are inclined to want to be conformed to His image. The Spirit of the Lord continues to deepen their faith, transform their lives, and guide them into all truth (Jo. 15:13). As a result, they more and more submit their attitudes, thinking and actions to Jesus Christ as their Teacher and Lord. They learn to live their lives as Jesus did, with no separation between belief and action; loving each other as He loved us (Jn 13:34); having the same attitude as Jesus (Php 2:5); having the mind of Christ (1Co 2:16); letting their whole lives be worship and service to God (1Pe 3:15; Ro 12:1-2); and proclaiming to others the hope of the Gospel (Eph 4:5).

Disciples at Trinity Western University (TWU) strive to deepen their Christian commitment, knowledge, discernment, resolve and sacrificial love. They do this as they learn to reflect on the Gospel of the Kingdom of God, debate and interact with others about it, do works of service, and proclaim its truth and implications to the broader community. They learn to act on their faith-based knowledge, promoting truth, justice and goodness while remaining humble children of God. They strive for His righteousness rather than self-righteousness; for integrity rather than acclaim, and for obedience rather than complacency, even in their academic work. They seek love for and constant delight in their heavenly Father.

Growing as disciples is a crucial aspect of TWU’s mission. Within the contours of being an academic community, TWU calls its members to be disciples who:

· Live in obedience to God.

· Grow in commitment, knowledge and wisdom.

· Experience discipleship as a process of learning.

· Belong to a community that nurtures and serves.

· Proclaim the gospel of the Kingdom of God.

LIVING IN OBEDIENCE TO GOD

The goal of discipleship is to conform to the image of Christ and further the Kingdom of God. God calls Christ’s disciples to lead lives worthy of their calling (Eph 4:1). This is possible only when disciples know the Truth that is Christ, recognize that the Kingdom of God is the pearl of great value, and then obey Christ’s teachings (Jn 8:31). Faith only becomes discipleship in obedience.

Members of the TWU community who are disciples follow in Jesus’ footsteps. Whether staff, faculty or students, they aim to serve God, each other and society in obedience and with integrity so that their Father in heaven will be glorified. They value and pursue meaningful relationships with God and with each other, knowing that discipleship is experienced and fostered in a godly and caring community. Seeking to love God above all, they also show compassion and respect to every student, staff, faculty, administrator and other “neighbors” unconditionally, constantly and practically. They endeavour to show particular concern for the spiritual, social, physical and academic needs of the vulnerable, the academically weak, the abused, the emotionally unstable, the frail in faith and the needy, both within and outside TWU. They seek to uphold and practice Biblical values and principles in thought, word and deed.

Obedience embodies personal moral uprightness of character and conduct, both on and off campus. But God also calls TWU disciples to persist in their hunger and thirst for social righteousness and justice. Therefore TWU’s academic context promotes legal and economic justice for all, integrity in politics and business, and liberation for the exploited and disadvantaged. Learning inside and outside the classroom provides insight and spiritual discernment but also hands-on service, practical and ministry opportunities that aim to promote what is right. Hearing and reflecting about the implications of Scriptural norms must lead to obedient, serviceable response. Discipleship at TWU is intended to lead to obeying God in all aspects of our life’s calling.

GROWING IN COMMITMENT, KNOWLEDGE AND WISDOM

The Bible makes clear that Jesus’ followers grow in discipleship. Discipleship is more than a state of being; it is a life-long journey of growth. The discipleship journey begins with conversion and accepting Christ as Saviour and Lord. Between the ages of 18 and 25 a large proportion of young adults with a Christian background make a basic faith commitment, renew their commitment at a deeper and more meaningful level – or decide that the faith practiced in their homes is no longer relevant for them. Other young adults also examine issues of life and choose a life direction during their university years. Therefore the years spent at TWU are crucial ones for students with respect to being and becoming disciples.

Students come to TWU at different points in the journey of faith. Some hear about the Christian faith for the first time, while others already have a maturing faith. At whatever stage students may be, the university community exists to help them grow in commitment, knowledge, and wisdom. We consciously foster mutual love and fruit of the Spirit (Jo 13:34; 15:8). Discipleship involves growing in knowledge of our faith as well as deepening our insight into how as Christians we respond to the key issues that face our world today. But that’s not enough. Disciples at TWU – students, staff, faculty, and administrators – must also continually renew their hearts, transform their minds, and re-form their conduct to conform them more closely to the image of Christ. Their way of life provides an influential model for others on campus, whether or not they are Christians. Of course, in all this we depend on the power of Christ’s Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit who convicts of sin, calls us to respond, and teaches us spiritual wisdom.

Trinity Western’s programs encourage students to be apprentice members of the Kingdom of God. TWU is like a team huddle. In the team huddle, its students, staff, and faculty learn about faith and the Kingdom of God as a basis for life. But then they must also begin to execute effective individual and team play and thus give Christian leadership to our culture. Faculty and staff make a point of continuing to hone their own faith and related insights, particularly with respect to their area of expertise. Students are helped to see the significance of the Lordship of Christ in the humanities, in the social sciences, in the physical sciences, in the professions – and as an integral foundation of their career paths and personal lives. They learn to recognize that disciples live lives of wholeness and integrity, eschewing a false sacred/secular dualism. Student Life staff know what is happening in society and are able to guide students in attaining and applying a thoroughly Christian mind as they live in a secular culture. TWU therefore provides students with many on- and off-campus learning opportunities in which they are able to confirm and enhance their discipleship.

Finally, growth in discipleship requires role models and mentors. Administrators, faculty, staff and student leaders must be close and faithful followers of Jesus Himself in all areas of life. They challenge, encourage, inspire and teach others in the hope that they will also desire to follow in Jesus' footsteps. They deepen their own academic insights within the contours of a Christian worldview and share such insights with partner disciples. They encourage them to develop their own understanding so that all can grow in speaking and acting prophetically in an academically responsible way in our culture.

DISCIPLESHIP AS A PROCESS OF LEARNING

Growth involves learning, and therefore learning is also basic to the concept of discipleship. That is why faith-based and faith-affirming learning is one of the core values of Trinity Western University. Learning enables students to respond to God’s calling with wisdom and knowledge, with discernment and creativity, with playfulness and perseverance, and above all, with obedience and love. This requires strong Christianly-integrated academic and other programs that give students opportunities to unfold their many-sided God-given abilities and talents.

In order to lead students to responsive and responsible discipleship, TWU provides a wide range of learning opportunities. These include critical thinking and problem solving skills, insight and discernment, creativity and proficiency, and know-how and expertise in a broad range of abilities and disciplines. As they learn, students and their mentors experience and explore the marvel and mystery of God’s grace in creation, the destructive power of sin in their lives and in society, and the potential of restoration through the saving grace of Jesus Christ. They investigate how Christian faith provides a foundational and evaluative perspective. They are encouraged to adopt the biblical vision as their own and act on the basis of what they profess. As they grow, they become stewards of God’s gifts, including that of the intellect, the life of the mind.

TWU is working to create a “seamless curriculum” where academic and Student Life programs, communal worship and prayer, leadership experiences, athletics, service opportunities, and student-initiated ventures all contribute to the life-in-community aspect of discipleship. This needs to include service learning and practica that enable students to improve life in the broader community and think reflectively about their experiences. Interdisciplinary projects, when well designed, can deal with issues of strategic importance to contemporary Christians, and also develop team-building skills. Student-initiated and student-led projects and productions can help students grow as disciples as well as make an impact for the Gospel in the larger community.

If learning is intended to help disciples have the mind of Christ, they need to gain increasing understanding of the Bible as well as of the insights that the Holy Spirit has given to other believers. Therefore members of the TWU community study and discuss Scripture but also books, articles and presentations based on Christian thought. Such learning aims to help members of the TWU community become equipped for responsible, stewardly service and action.

BELONGING TO A COMMUNITY THAT NUTURES AND SERVES

Being part of a community of Spirit-led Christ-followers is integral to growing in discipleship. Believers need each other to develop a sense of who they are and how they relate to society around them. That is why the apostle Paul emphasized the importance of being part of and serving each other in community. We all belong to each other as part of Christ's body. Each of us has a different role, and we need each other (Ro 12:5). Paul urges believers to bear with each other in love, to keep themselves united in the Holy Spirit, to bond themselves together with peace, and to use their unique gifts for building up the Body of Christ (Eph 4). In this way disciples grow together in faith and in conforming to the image of Christ.

Christian communities, including the TWU one, never fully realize the ideal. Yet TWU strives to be a community worthy of the gospel and love and forgiveness, one that daily and genuinely encounters the grace of God. Its community culture influences students’ commitment, values, attitudes, discernment and conduct – that is, their growth as disciples. Therefore, TWU strives to be a community of praise and thanksgiving, as exemplified in its chapels, its residence life, its athletics program, and its classrooms and labs. It strives to be a community of truth that is modest and realistic but also skeptical of modern propaganda. It strives not to focus just on itself, but to have deep concern for its surroundings. It strives to be a community that lovingly serves God and others by contributing its diverse gifts in the public life of our society. It strives to be a community of hope, one that rejects the false technological optimism of Western culture but also the nihilism and despair of modern Western literature. It also strives to be a community where just and merciful discipline helps members to direct their lives to conform more closely with the image of Christ. In short, it strives to be a community that provides a foretaste of a social order where God’s peace and justice are evident (Newbigin 1989, 227-233).

Faculty and Student Life staff show integrity in teaching and living, doing what is good, exhibiting the fruit of the Spirit, serving the interests of students and colleagues, and respecting and honouring others above oneself. They recognize that unity and mutual support as well as the flourishing of individual gifts strengthens the whole community. With the students they listen and study God’s Word, both in class and in small group settings. Professors pay attention to the emotional, social and ethical dimensions of learning. They allow students to take risks, venture opinions, and make mistakes without feeling threatened or judged. They value individual giftings, encourage open dialogue, and give students a genuine say in the life of the classroom and in their learning. Both faculty and staff strive to create a positive atmosphere in the classroom, the cafeteria, the residences, the collegia, the library, student lounges and the gym. They use conflict as an opportunity for growth; they defer to others in difficult decisions, and remain engaged with others despite challenges and disagreements. Students, staff, and faculty learn to share each other’s joys and well as their burdens.

TWU aims to provide a Christian community atmosphere for total student development, both inside and outside the classroom. Many students entering post-secondary institutions bear the emotional, social, and ethical scars of the challenges of modern culture. TWU wants young adults to experience and contribute to a compassionate, just and dependable community. In this respect, the importance of residence life and the provision of collegia for students who live off-campus cannot be overemphasized, nor can the significance of Student Life staff as leaders and mentors. Indeed, all staff members play a role in building a campus discipleship community. A setting with personal mentoring relationships among staff and students is essential for growing disciples.

It is within a Christian community context that staff, faculty, and students can help one another grow in faith, love, discernment, and service. Here they learn from each other what it means to follow Jesus’ example and command. Here they can also make God real to others and excite them with a vision of the Kingdom of God, working to change beliefs and practices that are contrary to the way of Jesus.

PROCLAIMING THE GOSPEL OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD

The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7 is a charter for the Kingdom of God. Jesus used it to announce God’s new society. Jesus’ life on earth and His resurrection mean that His disciples can now strive to learn, practice and teach what Jesus taught us about God’s Kingdom. That Kingdom is real today. It makes a difference in our lives. It encompasses a new community in Christ that manifests itself through new birth. God’s grace can now flow through our hearts and reach out to others and to society. God’s Kingdom affects family life, human relationships, business and economic affairs, the use of technology, and the arts. Indeed, it governs all aspects of life and transcends all human culture.

Thus TWU disciples endeavour to let their light shine for all through good deeds done in service to God (Mt 5:16). Such good deeds include, but are not limited to, bearing witness to Christ through evangelism. As disciples, we must also seek to be living models to Kingdom alternatives. We provide personal and communal harmony, joy, peace and justice to all aspects of life. In everything we undertake, we act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God (Mic 6:8). In all our discussions, presentations, writings and actions, including our academic ones, God’s truth must be evident to others. We boldly advocate what is true, worthy, and upright on our campus, in our communities, and in our nation – and address the underlying assumptions and beliefs of those who do not follow Jesus. We try to bring about restored relationships between humans and God, among persons in community, and between humans and their world. We show how the Gospel can bring freedom from the self-centered excesses of North American society. We spur ourselves and others to genuinely improve the lot of those living in poverty – physical, economic, social and spiritual poverty.

The salt and light metaphors that Jesus uses in the Sermon on the Mount signify that disciples of Jesus Christ must influence the world, even in the face of opposition. As disciples we bring light by spreading the Gospel’s message of truth, beauty, and goodness and by illuminating a manner of life worthy of the Gospel. If TWU as an institution is to be a witnessing beacon of light to society, its educational ethos and character must reflect Christ’s shalom. Professors and staff will use a pedagogy that reflects tactfulness, kindness, humility and trust. Programs will foster truth and justice. Life in its residences, collegia, dining halls and lounges will be designed to sensitively foster self-reflective growth and build meaningful relationships. The TWU community will welcome the stranger, feed the hungry, and reach out to the emotionally wounded. It will be alert to the needs of others, and prepared to do something about those needs. It will promote the sanctity of life. It will counter tendencies for some members of the community to be shunned. It will transcend ethic and social barriers. It will tend and care for the campus in an ecologically responsible manner. Personal interactions will be characterized by mutual service and renunciation of power and prestige (Stronks and Blomberg 1993, 29-31).

Jesus also says that we are the salt of the earth. Salt enables us to stay true to a Christian worldview and lifeview. It qualifies us to attempt to arrest the decay of our secular society and stop the spread of evil. What does this mean for TWU as a disciplinary community?  Faculty, staff and students need to be courageous in condemning evil, whether that relates to personal immorality or to unbiblical values that permeate, for instance, economic structures and entertainment productions. It is not enough to abide by TWU’s community standards and to assess societal values and structures. Our salt will not “bite” unless faculty, staff and students confront the world with what is false and evil – in personal interactions, in scholarly conferences and publications, and in more popular oral, written, and visual presentations. We must show our culture that the notion that ethical norms are relative personal preferences or cultural biases is destroying our society. At the same time, we publicly try to preserve family, government and other social structures insofar as in God’s grace they restrain evil and promote virtue, security, justice, compassion and human dignity. We also try to change structures that cause discrimination, inequity and abuse (Scott 1978, 66).

There is, of course, one other basic aspect to proclamation. God calls disciples to be instruments of the Holy Spirit in bringing unbelievers to accept God’s grace in Jesus Christ. To do so, they must voice the gospel as intellectually credible in an unreflective society, as socially constructive in a cynical society, as morally solid in a self-indulgent society, as artistically satisfying in a society overwhelmed by religious kitsch, and as pastorally attentive in a society of easy but fake answers (Bruegemann 1993, 128). Disciples are willing to invest in the lives of people by sharing with them a deep and long-lasting experience of the Cross. They proclaim the true meaning of the human story, giving others the opportunity to know the truth about themselves, the state of the world, the story of Jesus, and the mighty work of God – and urging them to make a decision about their relationship with Christ.

CONCLUSION

The model for Christian discipleship is given in the ministry of Jesus. As Lesslie Newbigin (1989, 221) put it:

His ministry entailed the calling of individual men and women to personal and costly discipleship, but at the same time it challenged the principalities and powers, the ruler of this world, and the cross was the price paid for that challenge. Christian discipleship today cannot mean less than that…If that involves conflict, trouble, and rejection, then we have the example of Jesus before us and his reminder that a servant is not greater than his master.

The cost of discipleship is to share in the suffering of Christ. Disciples lose their lives in His service and carry their cross – but only to find their lives again, totally transformed, in the fellowship of the cross of Jesus Christ.

Following the example and command of Jesus, disciples strive to grow, to make disciples, and to teach others to obey all that Jesus commanded us (Mt 28:19-20). Disciples are restored as images of God to witness to the world with more meaningful approaches to all aspects of life – for example, to philosophy, art, genetics and business. Their learning and teaching as well as their interactions with professors, staff and students will proceed in loving obedience to Jesus. Their scholarly activity will challenge powers, ideologies, assumptions and worldviews that do not acknowledge Jesus as Lord of life.

This paper can be summed up by pointing to love as the foremost mark of a disciple – love for God above all and for neighbour as self. “As the Father has loved Me, so have I loved you. Now remain in My love” (Jn 15:9). “Serve one another in love” (Gal 5:13). “Live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Col 1:18). Indeed, by giving up their lives, disciples who are members of the TWU community will find it and be fulfilled as they obediently and lovingly speak of and act on the power of the Gospel, reaching out to those around them and to our surrounding culture.
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