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The Basic Baptist 
Idea of a University

(a) The formation 
of the person



• Newman: “Knowledge is 
capable of being its own 
end.”
• “Education implies the 
formation of a character… 
the cultivation of the 
intellect is an end distinct 
and sufficient in itself, and 
that, so far as words go it is 
an enlargement or 
illumination.”

• Baptists: all are 
involved in formation of 
the person for ministry 
to the world



The Basic Baptist Idea 
of a University

(b) The place of 
theology in a 
University



• “Religious doctrine is 
knowledge, in as full a sense 
as Isaac Newton’s doctrine is 
knowledge. University 
teaching without Theology is 
simply unphilosophical. 
Theology has at least as good 
a right to claim a place there 
as Astronomy.”



Bristol Baptist Academy, 18th century, 
founded 1679

Dissenting Academies

Newington Green Academy, 1659

Daniel Defoe



The Northampton Academy (Congregational): 
Second year

Trigonometry
Celestial Mechanics
Natural and Experimental Philosophy (mechanics, hydrostatics, 

optics, astronomy)
Divinity

The Stepney Baptist Academy: 
first year

Classics
Algebra and Geometry,
Latin and English Composition,
Rhetoric and Logic
Jewish Antiquities
Divinity



The medieval Oxford & Cambridge system

The 7 Liberal Arts (Trivium & Quadrivium) = 7 years                 M. A.

Theology

Law

Medicine

Doctorate

The Dissenting Academy

The Liberal Arts + Theology = 4 years

Christian ministry

Further professional training, 
e.g. law, commerce, medicine



“The Literary and Theological School” (L & T)

Georgetown Baptist College, Kentucky
Syllabus for 1840

Greek and Latin
Mathematics
Astronomy
Chemistry
Philosophy
Literary Criticism
Political Economy
The Evidences, Principles and Duties 

of the Christian Religion



The Basic Baptist 
Idea of a University

(c) The 
interdisciplinary idea



• “Behind the veil of the visible 
universe, there is an invisible 
and intelligent Being, acting on 
and through it. He is ever 
present to his works, one by 
one, and confronts everything 
he has made by his particular 
and most loving Providence, 
and manifests himself to each 
according to its needs ... Even 
on the unseemly legends of a 
popular mythology he casts his 
shadow and is dimly discerned 
in the ode or epic, as in troubled 
water or in fantastic dream. All 
that is good, all that is true, all 
that is beautiful ... comes from 
him.”



“… read quite perfectly through Mr. 
Locke’s Essay on Human 
Understanding ... Make myself (i.e. in 
God’s strength) a Perfect and 
Complete Logician and 
Metaphysician ... Read and Explain 
and make Remarks on Mr Locke’s 
Treatise before Mentioned ... Get a 
Large Knowledge of Moral Philosophy 
as founded on Reason and Scripture.”

(John Collett Ryland’s diary,
at 21 years old, student at Bristol 
Baptist College 1744)

The later Ryland



“The light of Revelation, it should be 
remembered, is not opposite to the 
light of reason; the former 
presupposes the latter; they are both 
emanations from the same source; 
and the discoveries of the Bible, 
however supernatural, are addressed 
to the understanding, the only 
medium of information, whether 
human or divine. Revealed religion is 
not a cloud which overshadows 
reason; it is a superior illumination 
designed to perfect its exercise, and 
supply its deficiencies.”

(Revd Robert Hall, Appeal for Funds for 
the Stepney Baptist Academy, 1810)



Culture of the
Christian 
community

Culture of 
society

Overlapping social spaces



trust
negotiation
vulnerability

The two directions of 
Covenant

each 
other

God



The covenant of 
the church with 
Christ

God’s covenant 
with the whole 
of creation 

God’s diversity of covenant

The context for: 
the formation of the person & an interdisciplinary approach with theology



The Basic Baptist Idea 
of a University

(d) The weakening of 
the  interdisciplinary 
idea



In the USA: the separation of the seminary from the liberal arts college/university

Newton Theological 
Institute, 1825



In Great Britain: the creation of non-confessional civic universities where Dissenters could 
read arts degrees 

University College 
London, 1826



The Baptist Idea of a 
Christian University

In the USA and the 
rest of the world



Baptist Universities outside the USA in 2022:

The Ghana Baptist University College

Bowen University, Nigeria

Seinan Gakuin University, Japan

The Central Philippine University

Crandall University, Canada

? Hong Kong Baptist University

Central Philippine U.

Bowen University, Nigeria



The Baptist Idea of a 
Christian University

(a) “The 
atmospheric idea”



“The atmospheric idea”
• The creation of a Christian 

environment, with professors 
fulfilling their academic roles in a 
Christian manner

• A “two-sphere” approach
• To be achieved through an 

employment policy
• Formation of the person as the 

primary aim
• Theology present as an academic 

discipline, usually in a basic form
• Little interdisciplinarity fostered 

between theology and other 
disciplines

Missouri Baptist University



The Baptist Idea of a 
Christian University

(b) “The 
integrationist idea”





“Baylor 2012” (adopted 2001)
“The integrationist idea”
• The “intellectual substance” of the 

Christian faith should shape teaching 
and research across the whole range of 
disciplines

• Christian faith is understood as the rule 
of faith of the Church Universal

• Aim to reach the first rank of research 
universities

• To be achieved through an employment 
policy

• Formation of the person as the primary 
aim

• Theology is present as an academic 
discipline 

• Fostering of interdisciplinarity between 
theology and other disciplines



The Baptist Idea of a 
Christian University

(c) “An inclusive 
approach”



An inclusive approach:

• Encourages interdisciplinary relations between Christian theology and other 
academic disciplines

• Has an inclusive employment policy – no faith test

• Stands in the Baptist tradition of freedom of religion and thought

• Lives in the Baptist covenant spirit of creative tension, negotiation and trust

• Open to learning from other religions

• Accepts vulnerability



The 
divine 
dance

God

Others



An inclusive approach:

• Encourages interdisciplinary relations between Christian theology and other 
academic disciplines

• Has an inclusive employment policy – no faith test

• Stands in the Baptist tradition of freedom of religion and thought

• Lives in the Baptist covenant spirit of creative tension, negotiation and trust

• Open to learning from other religions

• Accepts vulnerability



Retaining a Christian identity by:

• Being committed to the formation of Christian ministers alongside the 
formation of all persons 

• Having a well-staffed theology department at a specialist level, interacting with 
the “everyday theology” of people in the churches

• Offering opportunities to all students for interdisciplinary study with Christian 
theology (not compulsory)

• Having a research institute for crossing the boundaries between faith, society, 
and all academic disciplines

• Requiring all academic staff to engage in interdisciplinary research projects with 
theology, but as an academic requirement, not necessarily as a matter of 
personal faith.



“All persons to be appointed to Tutorial Fellowships or Research Fellowships shall 
demonstrate an interest in exploring the Christian tradition in a manner appropriate to their 
discipline, and a willingness to work together on interdisciplinary projects. These patterns of 
academic work shall characterize the life of the college.”

From the Statutes of Regent’s Park College, University of Oxford



The Baptist 
Idea of a 
Secular 
University



Ghana Baptist University 
College – University of Cape 
Coast

University of Bucharest

University of Oxford



• No separation between “secular” and “sacred”

• Giving priority to the formation of the person

• Taking an interdisciplinary approach in which Christian theology plays a part

• Finding “covenant” in a plural environment of many voices

• Using theology to provoke a university into examining its picture of intellectual 
enquiry, challenging the “domination” model of the intellect, and the separation 
of facts from values. 

• Bringing to light the hidden convictions and assumptions that lie behind the 
approach of all scholars to their subjects



“We need a theology which can continue 
without God. Why not [just] call such a 
reflection a form of moral philosophy? All 
right, so long as it treats of those matters 
of ‘ultimate concern’, our experience of 
the unconditioned and our continued 
sense of what is holy. The theologian 
Paul Tillich refers us to Psalm 139: 
‘Whither shall I go from thy spirit, 
whither shall I flee from thy presence?”

(Iris Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, 
last page.)



• The formation of the person
• The place of theology
• The interdisciplinary approach, including theology

A Baptist lens

• Centrality of covenant 
• Commitment to formation of ministers 
• Insistence on freedom of belief and thought
• Historic experience of vulnerability

The Baptist idea of a university




