AN INTERVIEW WITH W. RICHARD LESHER

Meet
the

President

Editor's Note: W. Richard
Lesher was appointed to the
post of president by the An-
drews University Board of
Trustees on February 27, 1984.
Dr. Lesher spent four days on,
campus March 12 to 15, meet-
ing with vice presidents, deans,
faculty and staff members. The
following interview took place
during that visit. He and his
wife, Veda, were introduced to
the faculty at a reception on
March 13. Dr. Lesher expects
to take up his duties as presi-
dent about May 1 this year.

Dr. Lesher, by the time this
issue of FOCUS is mailed in
late May, many of us here at
Andrews will feel like we
know you. However, FOCUS
readers all around the world
won’t have had that opportu-
nity, so first let’s talk about
you and your family. Tell us

something about your parents -

and your growing-up years.

Well, my parents are from
Pennsylvania and | grew up in
Carlisle, Pa. My father was a
barber and colporteur. My
mother has been an Adventist
all of her life; my father was
converted when he was about
25. Both are still living. My
father is 94. | went to church
school in Harrisburg, Pa., and
went to academy at Shenan-
doah Valley Academy in
Virginia. Then | attended Atlan-
tic Union College.

Why did you choose AUC?
Well, as | was finishing school
at Shenandoah, a number of
faculty members had calls to
AUC. It happened that the dean
of boys at Shenandoah, Robert
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Reynolds, was going to become
the dean at Atlantic Union Col-
lege. | think he had some per-
suasive words.

Did you meet your wife at
AUC?

Yes, | did. My wife got to AUC
as a result of going to camp
meeting. There she met Mrs.
Rochelle Philmon Kilgore. Mrs.
Kilgore was the one who
brought my wife to Atlantic
Union College. | met Veda there
the first year she was at col-
lege. In fact, | met her on an In-
gathering trip. We used to go
around to bars and restaurants
two by two. On a trip to New
York City she and | happened to
be in the same Ingathering
band and that was how we met.

How did you propose to her?

Well, } went to visit her home in
Corning, N.Y. | visited her there
after we had been dating for
eight or nine months, and |
simply asked her if she wanted
to be a minister's wife. She
responded positively; that was
38 years ago.

How about your daughters?
| have two daughters. Eileen
lives at home in an apartment
and she works at the General
Conference in the heaith and
temperance department as
customer service represen-
tative. She deals with Smok-
ing Sam and all the narcotic
education materials. She is a
registered nurse with a bach-
elor's degree from Walla
Walla. My other daughter is
Martha Keough, married to
Alger. He is a pastor, and at
the present time, in the trust
services work in the Pennsyl-
vania Conference. They live
up near Pittsburgh. She is
also a nurse, graduated from
Walla Walla. They have three

children, Ryan, Ann Marie and
Jeffrey, ages six to nine.

You have been a pastor, mis-
sion director, academy prin-
clpal, professor of religion,
division secretary, associate
secretary of the General Con-
ference Sabbath School de-
partment and most recently,
general vice president of the
General Conference. That’s
quite a varied career. How do
you see yourself?

| took the ministerial course at
AUC and | have always consid-
ered myself basically to be a
minister; whether | was pastor-
ing, or teaching, or editing, or
administering, | have done it as
a minister of the Seventh-day
Adventist church. | began my
career in northern New England
as a pastor. We lived in Ver-
mont; our children were born in
Burlington. We then moved
from Vermont to Maine, and
spent 10 years in that area. At
that point we received a call to
mission service and went to the
old Middle East Division. We
lived in Lebanon and Egypt. On
our return to the United States,
| taught at Atlantic Union Col-
lege before going to the Gen-
eral Conference, but it was all
ministry in a variety of ways.

Did you learn to speak one of
the middle-eastern languages
while you were there?

| learned some Arabic. | think it
would be presumptuous for me
to say that | learned to speak
Arabic, but | know some, and |
can still get a taxi or go to the
market. | went there first as a

came principal of the Nile ;
Union Academy; in fact, | was‘"

Cairo.

How do you feel your career ;
to date has prepared you to 8
be president of Andrews Unl
versity? 3
Well, of course Andrews Is
Seventh-day Adventist instit
tion, and in some general sen
| suppose any position that
gives a person a working kng
edge of the church and its ins
tutions prepares one for fut
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an educational secretary wi
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| returned to the United Sta
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and teacher and also was |
volved with administration
the college. | believe all of i
these things have helped pros
vide an insight into what ap
Adventist institution of high
learning is and how it functi
Of course, at the General &
ference part of my assignm
as general vice president h
been to coordinate the cury
riculum of the seminaries
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these. For instance, the con-
stitution and the faculty hand-
book, the master plan, and the
trustees’ minutes. These are
the first steps.

Some people observed with
pleasure that you and your
wife ate lunch in the univer-
sity cafeteria yesterday, your
first day on campus. What
did you learn about Andrews
from doing that?

| have eaten there many times,
so it wasn't a new experience,
except that my wife happened
to be with me. However, during
the lunch hour | had the privi-
lege of meeting some of the
students that were there who
were very friendly and open.
Do you plan to continue
doing that?

To the extent that the family
budget allows me. After all, the

president can't eat free in the
cafeteria.

What do you see as the most
important task that lies
ahead of you?

| suppose the first things we
need to look at are the spiritual
aspect and unity of the univer-
sity. It seems to me that if you
have a correct spiritual tone,
both among the staff and the
students, and there is a sense
of unity, of pulling together, that
in one stroke you get rid of
many of the problems. | think
that would be my first priority

—to bring about that unity, to
bring about a spiritual tone. Not
that there hasn’t been, but it's
the kind of thing that's not done
once and for all; it's an ongo-
ing process. | think that is one
element of it—the unity—the
sense of belonging.

Do you have some specific
ways that you think might
bring that about?

Well, | think there will be oppor-
tunities to speak to various
groups on campus. That is one
of the main ways a president
has of reaching people, whether
faculty or student groups or
worship groups.

As this unifying is going on,
what would you see as the
next task you would begin to
spend some time on?

Besides these overall general
tasks, you get down to just the
nitty gritty of the academic pro-
gram and the budget. The thing
that is most pressing at this
moment is the budget; | don't
mean the production of this
year's budget, | mean the finan-
cial condition of the institution
in general. It is quite a chal-
lenge to know the direction that
the university ought to take
financially. | think as a part of
this sense of unity there has to
be some understanding on the
part of the faculty and staff
what the real situation is re-
garding the finances of the insti-
tution. So | think that those two
things are tied together; you
can't leave out the problems
when you are seeking unity.
You have to appeal to people to
unite when the institution is fac-
ing difficulties.

So that means informing the
faculty and staff about what
is happening.

They will have to be informed:
and they will be solicited for
their suggestions on the direc-
tion we should take. | don't
think that the office of president
qualifies a person to determine
what direction a university is
going to take. It is a corporate
adventure and various groups
and individuals are going to
have to give input; both for the
knowledge they have and for
their sense of working together.

The majority of the readers
of FOCUS are alumni. What
is your view of the role of
alumni?

Well, alumni go back many
years. There has been a great
deal of change over the years
here. One thing important for
alumni is to keep up with what's
happening on campus; not
maybe in so many of the day to
day things, but knowing the
direction the school is going
and the growth that takes place
in students, faculty and the
physical plant. If a person is
interested in the university, it
seems to me this is one way
that he can show it. The other
thing, of course, is that a uni-
versity needs the financial sup-
port of its alumni. In my view
BECA is an excellent way for
alumni and businessmen to
work together, matching their
dollars, for the benefit of Adven-
tist education. And, of course,
alumni can contribute to the
sense of unity on occasions
when they visit campus and in
the kinds of reports they carry
away from the campus about
what is happening here.
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