Governing a university: is there a Christian way? 

Making the Vrije Universiteit fit for the future.

Why do we, as Christians, want our own special universities? In IAPCHE we are used to discuss the question of the reason for Christian universities. This question is about the content of scholarship and research based on a biblical inspired world vision.

The question however I would like to ask in this paper is not so much about the reason, but about the right of a Christian university to exist. If there is no community supporting the university, there is ultimately no right of existence. You could say that mere Christian presence and preaching the gospel by means of Christian higher education can do without a substantial support group. But bringing the gospel is not the core purpose of a university. A university in the first place must be an institute for higher education. But since higher education is never neutral, but stands within a context of a world vision of a group of people, there must be such a group of people supporting the university.
I would like to take you to the special example of the governing structure of the Vrije Universiteit. 

The Vrije Universiteit was founded in 1880 by Christians. You could say that the fact that Christians founded a University is not very special. Many Christians did that before. Medieval Western Universities were obviously Christian Universities. Christianity was such an integral part of  western society, that no one questioned the position of Christian ideas within university. Copernicus and his revolutionary discovery could so easily come to conflict with the church. The church dictated what science should think. 

Than the age of humanism and Enlightment came. Church and science drifted further and further apart.  Many people today still believe in this division between science and belief. Yes, I specifically use the word “believe” in this sentence. For there we have the main problem for science in the tradition of the Enlightment. The foundation for this independent science is indeed belief. That was what Abraham Kuyper drove in his mission for (the Dutch) society. Kuyper was convinced that neutrality is not possible. You have to choose. Your believes influence your ideas and your actions. Therefore Christian beliefs are not restricted to spiritual life or church matters. Christ is Lord of all creation. Kuyper didn’t want to go back to medieval principles, where the church was superior to all other life spheres, including science. Nor did he want the state to take this superior position. And finally he did see that a university is not a private enterprise in selling education. A school was to Kuyper sovereign in its own sphere. It was “vrij”, which is in English “free”. Free from the church. Free from the state. Free from commerce. Education belongs to the community. Therefore he rejected the idea of a university governed by a church, nor did he want a state university or a private university. He wanted a university that was deeply rooted in the Christian community but first of all a university where full scholarship could be practiced. It had to be a good university in the first place. Therefore he wanted an association to govern this university. In that way full professionalism was possible, but with full accountability to the Christian community. 
The Vrije University still has an association that is responsible for the whole university in the legal sense. In practice however the university has grown so large and the professional needs are so far beyond the possibilities of a voluntary board that new structure where needed. A voluntary board can not take responsibility for the whole university nor can it be held accountable for all decisions. 

Let me explain this: I am the secretary to the board of the Association that governs the Vrije Universiteit (and recently also for Windesheim College). In our meetings with members throughout the Netherlands we are asked many questions. Members ask us to be accountable for the policy of the Vrije Universiteit. They will ask why there is a new Islam course at the University and how our hospital copes with terminal ill infants. All very relevant questions. And members are entitled to get a well considered answer. But the decisions about these things are made by the executive board of the university and not by the board of the association. Therefore a new structure of governance is needed. New proposals were made for the future. The proposal is to make the board of directors accountable to the members. We will no longer have a special board for the association that has no direct influence on the daily government of the Vrije Universiteit. The executive board of the university will in fact also be the board of the association. At the same time the question of the identity of the university has to become a crucial question for this executive board.
The background for the proposals goes back directly to the starting point of the Vrije Universiteit: Kuyper and his sphere sovereignty. Schools (and universities) should belong to a social community. And that is the social community of educators.

Therefore we did not want to choose for the governance structure of a state university. Although you could call the state kind of a community, this community has no educational or pedagogical rights towards its citizens other that create the legal and financial possibilities for others to educate all its citizens. It is a community qualified by law.

We also reject the idea of the university belonging to a church. The church is also a community. This community is qualified by faith. Although this has of course many educational components, especially by the obligation to teach the faith to its children, it is not destined to do research or train young people for their professions. 
We could make the university into a private enterprise. Sure there could be some profit in education. But educating young people is very different from producing cookies or selling some service to young people.

In the Netherlands you have a choice of two different legal forms for such a non-state and non-profit organization: the association and the foundation. 

The difference between those two legal form lies in its accountability. 

A foundation has no members, and therefore is not naturally accountable towards the community it wants to serve. The university that is governed by such a foundation has of course stakeholders. Lack of accountability towards these stakeholders can mean a loss in students or in money (if the university is dependent on donations), but the influence on the policy of the university is indirect.
An association makes the board directly accountable to the community of members. Even if there is no lack of students of short of money, the members can ask for a change in policy or at least for an explanation of the policy. 

Final question: is the Vrije Universiteit still a Christian University? Then of course you have to ask what is a university? What is the qualifying function of a university? At the moment I am still searching for good answers to this question. But in the negative sense, what a university is not, I can be clear.: A university is not a church. The pistic aspect is not leading for a University. The educational principles are leading. And how these educational principles can be based must be subject for further research. But it is very clear to me that the university is sovereign in its own sphere. And therefore it can neither be subjected to the state, nor to the church, nor to a commercial company. 
What it means to be a Christian university can therefore only be decided within the (Christian) community, the sphere, within which this university works. And my conclusion is that a Christian university can only be a real Christian university if it organizes discussion and decision making within its sphere on a structural, not incidental, base. An association is the best way to do this. In an association the governing board is forced to be accountable towards the members of the association. 
Is the governance structure of an association without problems? The objection most heard is that the communion of members can shift towards a different, say non-Christian, worldview. Than the members can change the identity of the university. The reaction towards this kind of shift can be different: 
· The executive board has no good reasons and has no good arguments to withstand this shift. The university could stick to the old ideas. The university still has reason to exist but has lost its right to exist as a university. This position is fed by fear and is very defensive. It has also a tendency towards a top-down approach, where only the elite can tell what is truly right and a tendency to mistrust other members of the Christian community. 
· The executive board can give good arguments for their policy and is willing to discuss this with the community of members. They will make changes if there are good arguments to do so. The university still has reason to exist but also has its right to exist. What we need here is mutual trust. If we truly are convinced of sphere sovereignty we must trust the people within the community that they want the best for this university within the framework of our worldview and at the same time the community must trust the professionals within the university that they also want the best within the framework of that same worldview.
My final conclusion is that governing a Christian university is based on the assumption that there is a reason for this Christian university. But more important for the governance structure is the question whether this university has a right to exist. The legal form of the association provides the best structure to guarantee this right of existence. The Vrije Universiteit has made the principle choice to keep the legal form of the association and has even strengthened the accountability of the board of the association by making the people of the executive board into the members of the board of the association. Is this a guarantee that no wrong, unbiblical changes will take place? No human structure has that guarantee. Not even a church. So in the end it comes down to creating the best possible structure in order to make it possible for all believers to try to understand together the height and the depth of Gods word for this sovereign sphere, for this university.  
