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As a faculty member, I have a vested interest in the way you function 
on the board of trustees. To me, you are more than just a “mem ber of 
the board”; you are a trustee, a person en trusted with the future of the 
whole edu cational endeavor on this campus. Your rea soning, judgment, 
and deci sions are important factors in my professional and per sonal fu
ture. I use the firstperson singular because, although I believe I repre
sent the attitudes and feelings of many of my colleagues, they haven’t 
authorized me to be their spokesperson and don’t know I’m writing this 
memo.

Unfortunately, I’m not certain that all our trustees are aware of the 
nature and mag ni  tude of their respon   si bility. As I understand the pro
cess, you and the others get together, usually on cam pus, for a day or 
two several times a year. You meet for a few hours in subcom mit tees—
fi nance, person nel, student life, etc. Then you convene as the full board 
and listen to re ports and presentations, address budget issues, dis cuss 
faculty appointments, and approve (or don’t approve) recommenda
tions from our administration. Then you disperse. As a rule I don’t see 
you, and you don’t see me.

While in a sense trustees and faculty are “all in this together,” the 
rela tion ship is far from sym met rical. How you trustees think and what 
you decide about what hap pens on the campus matters a great deal 
to me because my professional life is centered here. What you do as a  
trustee affects my working conditions, my enthusiasm, my effec tive ness 
as a teacher, my productivity as a schol ar, and my overall wellbeing as 
a person. No mat ter how seriously you take your role, what you do as a 
trustee is even more im por tant to me than it is to you. I don’t affect you 
in anything like the same way. What I do as a faculty member may grat
ify, surprise, puzzle, or disap point you, but I don’t make much overall 
dif ference in your life. 

Because of this asymmetry, I’ve decided to presume on your patience 
and share with you my perspective on your role as a trustee, and ways 
you can ful fill this role in order to be most help ful to the cam pus and to 
me personally. I will put my convic tions in the form of seven things I as 
a faculty member need for you to do as a trus tee. 

1. Understand the nature and scope of our educa tional 
en ter prise. 

This means knowing the various kinds of things that happen here, 
including how my colleagues and I spend our time. In your scheduled 
meetings you can’t possibly learn all you need to know, so you have to 
spend time on the campus. 

You can walk around, visit  depart ments, talk to administrators and 
faculty in our offices, sit in on some of our large lecture classes and 
small semi nar discussions, observe lab sessions, and maybe even go  on 
a field trip. I would welcome a chance to tell you what I do and why I 
love doing it, how I am trying to get my stu dents excited about learn
ing, what my fa vorite subjects are, what kind of research I’m doing, and 
what sort of dreams I have for the future. 

You have to listen to our students on the campus and in the dining 
halls, and maybe stay over night in one of the residence halls. (You 
might plan to come a day early for one of the scheduled board sessions. 
After recover ing from their amazement at this unusual request, the ad
min is tra tive staff would be de lighted to make the necessary arrange
ments.) 

Another thing you have to do is read. You have to read all that mate

rial you get from the president’s office before you come to board meet
ings. You have to read the introductory sections of the academic
bulletin(s) and get familiar with the rest, so you can have some idea 
of the nature and scope of the educational operation en trusted to your 
care. Since we’re in an era of assessment in higher education, I’m
tempted to suggest that once in a while you should take a quiz on these 
materials!

Of course, all this is going to involve lots of time. But how else are 
you going to know who the faculty and stu dents are and what we’re do
ing here? And if you don’t know us and what makes us tick, how can 
you make the best decisions for our future, for my fu ture?

2. Be a cheerleader for the work my colleagues and I are 
trying to do. 

Although I sometimes object to the paternalistic and condescend
ing at titude of some trus tees I’ve 
known, there’s a certain useful
ness in thinking of our rela tion
ship as analogous to that of a 
huge—my students would say 
“humun gous”—family. It’s a three
generation campus family of par
ents, adult chil dren, and young
adult grand chil dren. We’d all agree 
that it would be highly im proper 
for grandparents to com plain pub
licly about their children or grand
children. 

But once upon a time I knew a 
trustee who went throughout the 
constituency telling people what terrible things were happening on the 
campus, and then came back and reported with great seriousness that 
the church members didn’t have much confi dence in the place. If there 
were such a thing as “trustee malpractice,” that behavior would cer 
tainly qualify. If you can’t be a cheerleader for the campus and its work, 
you can’t be a good trus tee, and you should invest your time in a place 
or project you can cheer for. 

This is not to say you shouldn’t think critically about the work we’re 
do ing here. All fam i  lies, including healthy ones, have dysfunctional as
pects. No place is perfect, and I know this campus isn’t. My colleagues 
and I need, and at least in our better moments actually want, the benefit 
of your informed and thoughtful feed back. We want to know what you 
think and what you hear, and what you think about what you hear. But 
please, when something causes you con cern, when you hear of a situa
tion where someone here has messed up and ought to do better in the 
future, talk to us, not about us. If you don’t feel comfortable talking to 
one of us person ally, talk to our president, who’ll get the word to some
one who can try to fix the problem.

3. Respect me professionally. 
For most members of the faculty, this insti tu tion is not the employer 

of last resort. In fact, there is an ongoing interchange of personnel not 
only between this campus and other Adventist campuses, but also be
tween this place and com par able public institutions. Given the differ
ence in pay, the surprising thing is that talented, experi enced people 
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leave more lucrative positions to come to work here. At the same time, 
some of us have worked here and/or on other Adventist campuses for 
our entire careers because we believe in the mission of places like this 
and want to be part of it.

To invoke the parental analogy again, we all know that parents of 
adult children do not relate to their offspring as “children” who need 
instruction and discipline. Indeed, the par ents of adult children often 
need the children more than the children need the parents; wise parents 
recognize this and function accord ingly. The analogy is obvious. While 
adminis tra tors, trus tees, and students are all essential in an endeavor 
like this, it is the fac ulty who are most responsible for the teaching, re
search, and service that are the primary tasks of higher edu cation. We 
typi cally stay here longer than do our students, and—like our ad minis
tra tors—we have in vested more of ourselves than our trustees can.

4. Rise above any con flict of inter est. 
Because being a trustee is not a fulltime, paid position, you neces

sarily have other commit ments, which may not always be compatible 
with the best interests of this cam pus. This is the case especially if you’re 
profession ally connected to another church or edu cational institution. 
But when you partici pate in a meeting of our board of trustees or one of 
its committees, or in any other way function as a trustee, your first loy
alty has to be to this place and its mission. This is a matter of personal
integrity.

Once upon an other time, I encountered a trustee of a General Con
ferenceaffiliated uni versity and asked how he understood his func
tion. Without any hesitation he answered, “Pro tecting the interests of 
my union confer ence.” I thought at the time, and am now more con
vinced than ever, that he was simply not able to function with integrity 
as a trustee.

Whatever your other personal and professional responsibilities, loy

alties, and commit ments (all of which I expect you to have), when you 
are meeting with our board of trustees, and at any other time when you 
are function ing as a trustee, your primary responsibility is—and so your 
primary loyalty and commitment must be—to the fulfillment of the 
mission of this cam pus. No other stance is ethically acceptable. 

5. Think broadly and strategically. 
At meetings of the trustees, you and the others have to spend much of 

your time addressing immediate chal lenges, principally relat ed to mat
ters of budget and personnel, and sometimes academic pro grams or cur
riculum ideas. But you need to think also about the longterm future (if 
any) of Ad ventist higher education in gen eral and this campus in par
ticular. 

The parenthetical “if any” may disturb you, es pecially when you dis
cover that it’s not just a rhetoric al ploy to make sure you’re still pay
ing attention. I want you to be disturbed because this issue is as crucial 
as it is unrecognized. As the cost of higher education increases at some
thing like twice the rate of the general cost of liv ing, we all need to ad
dress the question whether Advent  ist higher edu cation will continue 
to be economi cally viable or will sooner or later “price itself out of the 
market.” How long will Adventist families believe the product is worth 
the cost? 

An accreditation team visiting our campus once asked, “Why are you 
here? What are you do ing that can’t be done just as well by the neigh
boring community col leges and state univer sity?” Contrary to a com
mon Adventist assumption, the team’s concern was not that we were 
too different from secular campuses, public and pri vate, but that we 
were not differ ent enough to justify our existence. What makes Advent
ist higher education authentically and irredu ci bly Advent ist? It must be 
something far more profound than having Adventist teachers and staff, 
recruiting mostly Ad ventist students, and requiring that students take 
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courses in religion and attend scheduled re lig ious services. All these 
may be necessary components, but Adventist education must also en
tail the intelli gent and effective incorpora tion of Adventist values into 
courses through out our various curricula. 

Ellen White’s great axiom, “Higher than the highest hu   man thought 
can reach is God’s ideal for His chil dren” (Education, p. 18). is often 
quoted but seldom applied to academic stan dards. Al though no one 
dares to say so openly, the reality is that current Ad ventist higher edu
ca tion is designed primarily for average and mar ginal stu  dents. As one 
of my senior colleagues observed sadly but for the most part accu rately, 
“Adventist higher education talks quality and practices medioc rity.” 

I wonder about the implications of another Ellen White convic
tion as well: “God requires the training of the mental faculties. He de
signs that His servants shall possess more intelligence and clearer dis
cernment than the worldling, and He is displeased with those who are 
too careless or too in  dolent to become efficient, wellinformed workers. 
If placed under the control of His Spirit, the more thor oughly the in
tellect is cultivated, the more effectively it can be used in the service of 
God” (Christ’s Object Lessons, p. 333).

If we in Adventist higher education take this advice seriously, we 
have our own ethical choice to make: Do we urge the most intellectu
ally gifted Adventist stu dents to settle for an aca demically secondrate 
education on an Adventist campus, or do 
we en courage them to go to some other 
campus where the intellect can be culti
vated “more thor oughly” and thus result 
in “more intelligence and clearer discern
ment”?

The present situation on Ad ventist 
campuses forces too many of the most 
capable Ad ventist students to choose be
tween aca demi cally excellent edu ca tion 
and Ad ventist educa tion. Should pro
vid ing excellent ed u cation for the best
equipped Adventists students be an 
ex plicit part of the mission of some Ad
ventist campuses? Is this not merely a 
strategic option but the fulfillment of an 
Adventist obligation to these stu dents 
and to the Adventist future? 

Evidently not everybody thinks so. Af
ter I gave a presentation about forthcom
ing cur riculum changes on our campus at a meeting of Adventist sec
ondaryschool administrators, a principal came to me with this ad
vice: “You shouldn’t worry about the best stu dents. You’ve al ready lost 
them. Your job is to provide a college education for Adventist stu dents 
who can’t get in any where else.” Is it significant that he didn’t say 
“We’ve already lost them”?

6. Ask whether Adventist colleges and universities should 
try to be alike. 

Can any college or university campus—public or pri vate, secular or 
reli g ious—meet the needs of the en tire range of students who seek an 
Adventist educa tion? Apart from our location, should we be dif ferent 
from other Adventist campuses? Or should every cam pus be (or try to 
be) the “right” place for every Adventist student? Should prospec tive 
students have reasons other than geog ra phy and social relationships 
for choosing a particular Ad vent ist campus? 

A team of consultants on our campus once asked, “What kind of 
Adventist students should not come here?” This came as a surpris
ing question. Most of us had supposed that “here” was the right place 
for every Adventist college student in the United States! But could the 

consultants’ ques tion be a good one? If so, I hope you and our other 
trustees will press the question, “What are we doing, and what should 
we be doing here that can’t be done or isn’t being done just as well on 
other Adventist campuses? Should we be spe cializing in certain aca
demic areas (like architecture at Andrews University or engineering at 
Walla Walla University)? If so, which areas? And why? Should we be 
trying to at tract certain kinds of stu dents? If so, which students? And 
why?”

7. Finally, be hopefully realistic. 
Or per haps I should say “be realistically hope ful.” No matter. My 

point is that, to adapt an old line from the philosopher Im man
uel Kant, hope without realism is empty, and real ism without hope 
is blind. Hope sees the possibilities of the future; re alism takes seri   
ously the facts of the present. Hope is the motivation of our commit
ment; realism is the justification for “putting our money where our 
mouth is”—for us faculty members con tinuing to invest our lives, and 
for Adventist families and constituencies continuing to invest hun
dreds of millions of dollars in higher educa tion.

I realize that all this constitutes a tall order. And I know you don’t 
get paid for the time and effort you invest several days a year as a 
trustee. If you’re an ex officio trustee, it’s one more responsibility in an 

already overfilled role in the church; if you are an elected trustee, it’s 
purely a labor of love. In either case, my colleagues and I want you to 
know that we appreciate your invest ment. 

On the other hand, if you don’t have the interest, time, and energy 
to take on this respon sibility, you have no moral obli gation to do so. If 
for whatever reason you can’t make the neces sary commitment, I hope 
you excuse yourself from the responsibility of trusteeship and let it be 
filled by someone else. If your position as a trustee is ex officio rather 
than elective, such a move may be awkward; but in that case you have 
to make a moral choice: either you reorder your other responsibili ties 
and priorities to allow you to fill your role as trustee properly, or you 
sacri fice your integ rity.

You may suppose that I’m exaggerating, and maybe I am. But I don’t 
think so. As I said, it’s my pro fes sional and personal existence that you 
deal with and affect. As long as I work here, I’m committed to giving 
this place my very best efforts, and I need you to take your responsibil
ity just as se ri ously. 0
_____________________________________________________________ 
* For some years, the author has been involved in teaching, administration, and 
research on three adventist campuses in North america.


