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Campus Ministry Is the Shape of Ministry to Come
Every now and then, students would invite me to join them for a beer at one of their favourite watering holes in downtown St. Catharines. Over the years, this particular hangout has acquired the status of Brock University’s version of an off-campus grad student lounge cum pub. Most nights of the week, the clientele would include a good number of senior students and a scattering of faculty, discussing anything from Heidegger to the Maple Leafs’ chances of winning the Stanley Cup. It’s usually quite noisy, not because of drunken rowdiness, but rather as a result of the animated conversations. 

I must admit, the first time I had a beer there, I felt uneasy. A beer now and then with friends or colleagues is one thing, but having one with students, especially when drinking has become such a serious problem on our campuses, is another. Is this the kind of example a campus minister should be setting? Back in South Africa, my old seminary professor in practical theology must be turning in his grave!

Prof. Mias, as he was fondly called by students and fellow faculty alike, was a venerable figure on campus. Always dressed in a dark suit, a long-sleeved woollen waistcoat, even in the dog days of the African summer, and wearing a hat which he only removed when he was teaching, it was hard to imagine him ever having been anything but a Dutch Reformed seminary professor. 

He came from solid farming stock and since his family just did not have the means to send every son to university, at least so the story goes, a decision was made that he should be the fortunate one. Thanks to his conservative Dutch Reformed upbringing, he would have seen this as a clear sign of divine calling, and in his book this was serious business.

When I recall the years I had him as a teacher, what comes to mind is his seriousness, or gravitas as the ancient Romans used to call it. His lectures were anything but stimulating. For the most part, they were abstruse and heavy on doctrine, often laced with references to the writings of the immediate post-WW II generation of German and especially Dutch popular theologians, among whom Okke Jager was by far his favourite. 

Situations in which dear Prof. Mias never had the opportunity to minister forced me to conveniently forget so much of what I had learned in his lectures, and I don’t mean to belittle the hard work and academic rigor he unfailingly put into them. As far as he was concerned, he was preparing his students to serve in conventional types of congregational ministry, according to a model as immutable and unchanging as the Heidelberg Catechism. There was no congregational ill, he believed, good Reformed preaching (epitomized by the three part sermon!), faithful pastoral care, and a good dollop of church discipline where circumstances demanded it, could not cure. Small groups were anathema to him. In his mind, they were the slippery slope leading straight back to the worst excesses of nineteenth century Pietism. By the same token, I am sure if he were alive today he would disapprove of many other changes that have swept through the church and become standard practice, from banners and candles to praise and worship teams and congregational participation in the liturgy.

My first charge after leaving seminary was a naval training base where I served as assistant chaplain. Almost from day one, I realized I was in a ministry for which I was for the most part woefully unprepared. Suddenly I had to deal with young adults whose attitude towards the Christian faith and the church was in most cases lukewarm at best. Many of them had even undergone the traditional rites of passage that granted access to full membership of the Dutch Reformed Church, namely Sunday School, Catechism, and Profession of Faith. But instead of deepening their faith, this experience seemed to have left them only apathetic and even cynical.

Looking back, I recognize in the young navy recruits I ministered to then many of the qualities I now observe in the students who are currently the focus of my ministry, qualities we consider today to be typically postmodern, especially in regard to the high value placed on authenticity and on openness to other ways of expressing one’s faith. While I found them so frustrating to deal with then, they are the very qualities I now find so refreshing and exciting in the young adults whom I have contact with in my work as campus minister.

The time I spent in the navy forced me to unlearn so much of what I had learned at seminary about ministry. On the other hand, in ways that I could only attribute to God’s plan for my life, it laid the groundwork for what I am doing now. 

Of course, there are many who will argue that campus ministry is merely peripheral to mainstream ministry. In some respects, the two are indeed quite different, but this is not to say that the former has little to say to the latter. On the contrary, the university is more often than not the place where the ideas and ideologies that will shape the society of tomorrow are first formed, developed, and debated. Ignoring the university and shutting out the voice of campus ministry as it tries to inform the church about these ideas and ideologies, will eventually render the Christian community unable to fulfill its calling to be the salt of the earth and light of the world (Matthew 5:13 and 14). 
Two years ago, when Brock Christian Reformed Campus Ministry and the university’s Dept. of Philosophy hosted a conference on Postmodernism, I received a call one morning from someone who wanted to know where the word came from, since he was unable to find it in his dictionary. I would like to believe that the call was prompted by genuine interest and not by a suspicion that the whole conference was just another instance of academic obscurantism. 
In his book, GloboChrist. The Great Commission Takes a Postmodern Turn (Baker Academic, 2008, p. 153), Carl Raschke observes that anyone who wishes to avoid Postmodernism has to avoid the 21st century altogether. Indeed, I still have to find a church in which I have not seen some evidence of a postmodern mindset, even though most rank and file members are probably as unfamiliar with the word or its meaning as my anonymous caller two years ago. 
Campus Ministry today is a postmodern ministry par excellence and therefore of crucial value to any church that seeks to meaningfully engage this and future generations. For a start, Campus Ministry takes the Great Commission (Matthew 28:16-20) very seriously, however not through preaching in the most general sense of the word, or the proliferation of programs, but simply by being Christ to and for the world, to put it in Luther’s terms. The medium is the message, according to Marshall McLuhan’s famous aphorism. And this is especially true of Jesus. In this sense, Campus Ministry is in the privileged position to show the church of the 21st century what incarnational ministry is truly all about. Above all else, incarnational ministry is relational and not about “getting the message out [but rather] about manifesting and making real the meaning of the paradox of the incarnation and the miracle of Christ’s resurrection” (Raschke, p. 48).
What Rick Richardson notes about postmodern people in general in his amazing book, Evangelism Outside the Box. New Ways to Help People Experience the Good News (Intervarsity Press, 2000, p. 81), applies especially to the postmodern student: “People want to be touched and inspired, not exhorted and preached at. People want an experience more than an explanation, a memorable image more than mere information.” 
J was a student I met one evening at a Campus for Christ event on campus. His CRC credentials were impeccable but, although he still considered himself a Christian, a few hurtful experiences had left him quite alienated from the church. Nevertheless, very soon he started dropping by my office at least once a week just for an informal chat. Only when he broached the subject, did we discuss faith. In this regard, he could have been a poster boy for the postmodern generation. Because he was distrustful of glib and easy answers, he steered clear of the Christian clubs on campus and became a stalwart of Campus Ministry where, by his own admission, he actually felt challenged in his faith and encouraged to ask questions, no matter how disconcerting they were. And over time, I saw his faith mature to the extent that he even began to invite his friends to partner with him in our efforts to a establish a truly accepting and life changing community of Christians on campus.
In short, this generation, perhaps more than any other before it, wants to see that faith makes a difference. Or put in another way, to convince them that the Good News is indeed the Good News, one has to be the Good News! To paraphrase Raschke (p. 90), instead of showing them the Jesus we think they need, we have to allow Jesus to show them the way starting from the situation they’re in.

Postmodern ministry is therefore not limited to traditional institutions like the church, but also wants to be and needs to be present in what Raschke (p. 48) refers to as the “sensitive space of people’s lives,” especially in times of change and transition. And it is change and transition more than anything else that characterize the life of students and demarcate the most fruitful areas of campus ministry today. To quote Richardson (p. 89) again, “Any church or ministry that meets needs of people in transition has fabulous potential for growth and for seeing many people come home to God.”
It took a mini-Damascus Road epiphany to convince me that sharing a beer with students or cooking a meal for them once a week or the many other forms of hospitality involved in my work, are just as much part of campus ministry as leading them in Bible study. 
However, while the passage of time has rendered so much of what Prof. Mias tried to convey to us in his lectures obsolete and irrelevant, the one lesson he tried to teach us, not in words, but in lifestyle, I will never forget, namely that being called by God to be a minister of His Word is in the true sense of the word an awesome responsibility that should not be taken lightly no matter what the circumstance, whether playing touch football with students or preaching a sermon on Sunday.
