
One of the tasks of Christians today, Stephen Russell suggests, is to become rooted in the theological reflection and history of the 
Christian tradition. Rootedness in the long inheritance of our faith helps us to identify and overcome the listless and fragmented ways 
of our contemporary world. Stephen teaches courses in history and theology at Faith Builders Training Institute.
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the importance of the christian tradition
We benefit from the ideas and struggles of those Who Went before us

We live in a world of fragmentation and 
hyper-individualism. few, aside from 
Christians and other religious groups, are 
travelling the ancient paths or engaging 
ancient truths. some movers and shakers 
of our contemporary world are consciously 
trying to erect a new morality based on 
personal subjective truth and desire, in 
order to replace the traditional morality 
that was based on god’s revelation, the 
accumulated wisdom of mankind, and 
natural law. for contemporary believers, 
our present situation can seem dark and 
sometimes we may be tempted to despair, 
but it need not be so. We Christians need 
to keep our focus on god and how he has 
worked in the past. this will encourage us 
to expect god to bring new life out of the 
challenges of our times.

since Creation god has been forming his 
people, his own possession. he gave us all 
we needed to flourish in a newly created 
world that was “very good” so that we could 
mature fully into what it meant to be in 
god’s image. unfortunately, we listened 
to satan’s lie, that first lie about secret 
knowledge that we thought offered us 
more than god’s truth did. the resulting 
fall necessitated the ultimate act of love as 
the father sent his son to redeem us from 
death that we had brought upon ourselves.

the story that followed is one of god’s 
infinite patience and the willingness to 
do whatever it took to bring us into the 
fullness of god’s image. in our brokenness 
we humans resisted god at nearly every 
step. Yet god persevered, giving us a fresh 
start after the flood and then providing 
a new way of relating to us by forming a 

nation out of abraham’s family. the nation 
of israel sometimes shone out the light 
of god into the world. even more often 
they neglected the task god had given 
them. eventually israel was wounded 
by god through the exile so that she 
could be healed by god in the dispersion 
throughout the nations and in the return 
of some Jews to the Promised land. the 
faithful Jews in the dispersion prepared the 
way of the messiah by shining the light of 
god’s Word into the pagan world. those 
in the Promised land prepared the way of 
the messiah by their lives and the renewed 
temple worship.

then, two thousand years ago, “when the 
fullness of the time was come, god sent 
forth his son, made of a woman, made 
under the law.” at just the right time, 
when god had prepared the world by 
establishing the stable rule of the roman 
empire in the mediterranean basin, by 
providing a nearly universal language 
that was capable of clarity and precision 
in thinking about spiritual matters, and 
by revealing his truth in the hebrew 
scriptures, the long-awaited redeemer and 
King came. he came into a world that was 
yearning for relief and release. both pagans 
and Jews longed for a clear path to purpose 
and meaning in a world that felt empty to 
many. 

god in Jesus came into the world, 
challenging the fallen approaches to 
living with hatred, suspicion, distrust, 
and violence. Jesus revealed god’s face 
to mankind. Jesus gave mankind a way 
to become the perfect image of god. the 
path he gave mankind was the same path 

he had trod. he lived a life of obedience to 
the father, love of others, patience before a 
world in turmoil, and willingness to sacrifice 
to bring god’s will to fruition. Jesus was 
truly man as man was meant to be and 
gave us our model for the perfect human 
life. he  brought reconciliation between 
god and man through his death on the 
cross and his resurrection. however, just as 
man resisted god and his plan early on, so 
too, even after the coming of Jesus, many 
lost their way and corruption came into the 
church of god. 

in the early church many tried to combine 
the gospel story with their pagan world 
view by denying the Word come in the flesh 
or the triune godhead. for the second time 
satan tried to introduce a destructive lie 
of secret knowledge into the life of god’s 
people. not faith, but special knowledge 
available only to certain people brought 
salvation, according to the gnostics. but 
god continued to work patiently with 
the church, and men and women loyal to 
the message of the gospel were able to 
demonstrate clearly who god and Jesus 
are and how they acted in history to save 
mankind. it was not secret knowledge 
but committed faith that saves us. the 
church produced creeds that preserved the 
teaching of the trinity and of the god-man, 
Jesus, and how god worked in him to save 
us.

but satan did not stop trying to destroy 
god’s work in the world. as the church felt 
more secure in her position, fervency in 
faith declined. being a Christian became 
not a commitment, but an inevitable part 
of living in europe. Whereas satan’s earlier 
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those who have gone before us and dealt 
with the same or similar issues. 

for this, we should know the Christian 
tradition in the broad sense. When thinking 
about our own part of the Christian 
tradition, we have a pearl of great price 
which we sometimes do not recognize 
but which many Christians, especially in 
our fragmented times, are looking for.  
our anabaptist forefathers rediscovered 
aspects of the early Christian belief and 
practice that had been lost or shoved 
into monasteries. the need for an adult, 
conscious commitment of faith in Jesus 
to form a believer’s church, and the 
resultant life of separation or holiness 
that expresses itself in nonconformity 
(faith), nonaccumulation (hope), and 
nonresistance (love) are foundational to a 
healthy church and desperately need to be 
heard today. may god give us the vision to 
see these truths and the courage to express 
them to others!

attack on the faith had aimed at destroying 
the willingness to stand against the culture, 
now satan used the apparently Christian 
culture to undermine what ought to have 
been a countercultural faith. everyone was 
a baptized Christian; many fewer were truly 
Christians through a sound commitment 
to Jesus.

then, five hundred years ago as god’s 
Word became more easily accessible to 
all through translation, the printing press, 
and active gospel preaching by those who 
recognized the need, new life entered the 
church during the reformation. those who 
thought themselves Christians because 
they had been baptized as infants were 
now challenged to see that each one 
had to choose for himself whether he 
would turn to god through Jesus and 
worship him. it may be difficult for us to 
conceive how hard such a call was in their 
setting. but, just as in the beginning of the 
Christian era when each person had to 
decide for himself who he would worship 
and dedicate his life to, five hundred 
years ago the call went out clearly again: 
“repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand.” our forefathers led in the call for 
clear conversion and commitment to Jesus, 
and many of them lost their lives as they 
witnessed to their faith in Jesus and their 
love for god.

now, five hundred years after that revival 
of faith we find ourselves once again in a 
world of declining faith and commitment. 
there is less certainty about just what the 
faith entails. We are, like some of those in 

the early church, deeply influenced by the 
world views of those around us. a focus on 
hyper-individualism and self-actualization 
has seeped into the church from the 
world around us. instead of holding to the 
communion of the saints and to the faith 
once delivered to the saints, many of us go 
for a “cafeteria-style” Christianity where we 
individually pick and choose what we will 
believe and how we will live. satan is again 
assaulting the church with the lie of secret, 
individual knowledge. sometimes this 
special knowledge is a revelation that only 
some have access to. sometimes it is the 
belief that the solution to today’s problems 
lies not in the church, but in the social 
and political movements instigated by 
nietzsche, marx, darwin, freud, foucault, 
and other materialistic movers and shakers 
in the modern world. they are the new 
gnostics, and like the early church, we must 
learn to recognize the danger they pose to 
our faith and the best way to answer their 
challenges.

often these new gnostics, like the old 
ones, use nice, familiar sounding words 
that may lull us to sleep so that we do not 
see the threat to our faith. this is where 
an awareness of our tradition, history, and 
theology can play a foundational role in 
stabilizing our faith. by formulating clear, 
precise ways to tell our story and to answer 
the questions and objections that modern 
unbelievers have, we can reach out to 
those who do not share our basic doctrines. 
rather than reinventing the wheel, we can 
benefit from the ideas and struggles of 

Education: A radically 
Christian Practice
The COVID pandemic has jeopardized 
the future of numerous post-secondary 
schools. Josh Nisley, coordinator of the 
writing program at the Institute, probes 
for opportunities for Christian education 
to succeed where secular models fail.

academics tend to be a gloomy lot, perhaps 
confirming what the author of ecclesiastes 
observed: "he who increases knowledge 
increases sorrow" (1:18). but a sampling of 
recent headlines might help explain why 
despair permeates the halls of the ivory 
tower. 

"here's how higher education dies" (adam 
harris, The Atlantic, June 5, 2018)

"the end of the university" (astra taylor, 
The New Republic, september 8, 2020)

"the economic model of higher education 
Was already broken. here's Why the 
Pandemic may destroy it for good." 
(Zachary Karabell, TIME, 27 august 2020)

as with so many other institutions, the 
CoVid pandemic exposed and exacerbated 
the cracks already threatening the structure 
of higher education. undergraduate 
enrollment had been falling steadily for 
nearly a decade, but the rate of decline more 
than doubled between 2019 and 2020, from 
1.7% to 3.6%.  many would-be students 
are opting to take “gap years” or low-skilled 
employment rather than risk a less-than-
ideal college experience.  

ultimately, the pandemic hastened what 
everybody knew for the better part of a 
decade: higher education as we know it is 
undergoing a seismic shift. some would 
even say collapsing.  

how higher education got to this point is 
enormously complex, widely debated, and 
beyond the scope of this article. in what 
follows, i attempt to sketch out some of 
these contours before suggesting some 
ways that conservative anabaptists might 
respond.

Factor 1: demographics. the large 
millennial generation is now mostly out of 
college, and the national birth rate has been 
declining steadily for more than a decade.  

to put it bluntly, as derek thompson does, 
"the college pipeline is drying up” because 
“[t]he united states is running out of 
teenagers." 

Factor 2: risky financial practices. rather 
than face the reality of the "demographic 
cliff” (factor 1), universities vied to outspend 
each other in what some have dubbed 
a "university recreation center arms 
race:”  taking on large amounts of debt 
to build lavish recreation complexes to 
attract students from a dwindling pool of 
applicants. 

Factor 3: skyrocketing tuition and student 
debt. With public funding of higher 
education in steady decline, bloated 
administrative and operational costs are 
being passed along to students in the form 
of soaring tuition, manifold fees, and, by 
extension, student debt—currently at a 
record $1.7 trillion.  in the meantime, wages 
have been relatively stagnant, and degrees 
have lost market value.

that most of these factors are economic in 
nature suggests a failure underlying them 
all: the inability of the modern university 
to call students to a purpose higher than 
becoming producers and consumers in 
pursuit of their own happiness. 

Conservative anabaptists might be 
tempted to cheer the disintegration of 
higher education as indicative of our better 
sensibilities—a kind of snickering “told you 
so.” in reality, there is much to lament. at the 
same time, the failures of academia should 
temper and inform what seems to be a 
growing enthusiasm for higher education 
among conservative people. 

rather than scorning higher ed, or 
uncritically embracing it even it as it falters, 
i would suggest two related responses, one 
oriented toward the past and one toward 
the future.

Rehabilitate: the shifting ground in higher 
ed—particularly the move away from a 
liberal arts model in favor of something 
more technical and skills-oriented—opens 
up a space for Christians to reinvigorate 
liberal arts education by reconnecting it 
to the practices and structures of Christian 
faith. although it’s difficult to recognize 
now, the liberal arts model that structures 

much of higher ed was profoundly shaped 
by Christian scholars who believed that all 
truth belongs to god and is therefore worth 
exploring and understanding. if “the earth is 
the lord’s and all that is in it”—if “all things 
came into being” through the Word-made-
flesh, “in whom are hidden all the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge” —then loving 
god with all of our mind means attending 
closely and lovingly to Creation.

Innovate: even as we rehabilitate the roots 
of higher ed, we need to be working to 
develop 21st-century educational models 
and practices that are genuinely different 
from the mainstream—in both philosophy 
and method. Whatever form this ultimately 
takes, it needs to be more substantive 
than doing academics “from a Christian 
perspective:” that is, keeping the same basic 
structures and metrics of value (prestige, 
credentials, employment rates, cultural 
influence, etc.) while sprinkling a few 
apologetics courses and mandatory chapels 
on top. the disintegration of mainstream 
higher education is clearing ground for a 
radically Christian practice of education 
to emerge—one in which scholarship is 
just one facet of a whole life in love with 
Creation, devoted to the Church, and 
ordered after Christ. 
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Apply for Summer term
june 28-July 30, 2021

summer term offers courses designed 
to equip teachers in K-12 schools. 
academic coursework and relational 
connections provide a rich, growing 
experience for men and women who 
teach the rising generation.
 
teachers are life-long learners. learn 
with us this summer!

 

courses offered in 2021

for a full list of course descriptions 
and schedule: 
Visit     fbep.org/st 
email  fbep@fbep.org 
Call     (814) 789-4518, ext. 220

Summer term ı June 28 - July 30
applications available at fbep.org/st by 
late march.

college student weekend ı july 9-11
register soon at fbep.org/csw.

teachers week ı August 3-6
We are planning teachers Week, 
recognizing that government guidelines 
on event sizes may require us to cancel 
the event. register at fbep.org/tw when 
plans for the event are complete.

two-year studies begin ı August 23
We have space for more students in 
all three study tracks! download your 
application at fbep.org/academics/
semester.

teachers conference ı october 8-10
registration opens mid-august.

winter term ı Jan. 3-Feb. 4, 2022
registration opens early august.

reach 2022 ı March 23-25, 2022
registration opens this fall.

uPCoMing EvEntS & tErMS

Teaching Diverse Learners ............................ Becky Bollinger

Foundations of Education ............................. Steven Brubaker

Principles of Teaching I ................................. Patrick Heatwole

Science  for the Non-Scientist ....................... John Mark Kuhns

Teaching Secondary Math ............................ John Mark Kuhns

Course Development Practicum ................... Gerald Miller

Mathematics for Elementary Teachers ......... Lynell Nissley

The Exceptional Learner ............................... Lynell Nissley

Child Development ....................................... Jonas Sauder

Poetry Appreciation ...................................... Jonas Sauder

The Life of the Teacher .................................. Jonas Sauder

Choir ............................................................. Lyle Stutzman

Music Fundamentals .................................... Lyle Stutzman

Teacher Secondary Music ............................. Lyle Stutzman

Children's Literature ..................................... Anna Zehr

Teaching Reading ......................................... Anna Zehr

volunteer positions opening soon
Volunteers at fb serve a one-year term beginning this summer.  

they participate in the mentoring program and audit classes.

applications 
available

applicants must 
be at least 18 and  
supported by their 
church.

if you are 
interested, or 
can recommend 
someone to us, 
please contact our 
office at  
fbep@fbep.org.  

maintenance  
Building upkeep, janitorial, grounds, and handyman work

Kitchen  
Food preparation and service for students, staff, and events

Housekeeping  
Cleaning, decorating, and hospitality

Bookstore  
Customer care, shelf-stocking, and shipping

Planned giving
donors can give in various ways from non-
cash assets. With careful planning, non-cash 
gifts can benefit both faith builders and a 
donor's estate. 

for an introduction to the range of 
options for donors, contact matthew:
     matthewm@fbep.org
     (814) 789-4518, ext. 240



faith Builders 
educational programs
28527 guys mills road
guys mills, Pa 16327

(814) 789-4518
fbep.org

Address Service Requested

faith builders newsletter   the faith builders newsletter is published quarterly and serves to inform, inspire, and equip its readers. subscription is free upon request.

APPLY FOR TWO YEARS 
OF STUDY!
We are grateful for a strong start to student applications for August 2021. 

We still have openings for each track of study:  
Teacher Apprenticing, Christian Ministries, and General Studies.

Apply now if you are interested in preparing for a lifetime of service. We would love to talk with you! 

1) Complete the student application.
 The application is available at fbep.org/academics/semester.

2) apply for scholarships.
 Browse options at fbep.org/admissions/scholarships.

3) Wait for application review. 
 We review applications in May.

4) arrive on august 21.
 Studies begin with a four week, hands-on term of apprenticing.  

TEACHER APPRENTICING 
space for five more

CHRISTIAN MINISTRIES &  
GENERAL STuDIES space for three more

FAitH  BuildErS  trAining  inStitutE


