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About 15 years ago, I left home to attend college at Ohio University. Along with Ohio’s 

rich academic reputation, the opportunity to play Division I college football was a deciding 

factor to enroll at the 20,000 student state institution. Coming from a family who had 

traditionally seen its children attend colleges associated with New Testament Christianity, it was 

a big step for my parents to support this decision. However, they supported my childhood dream 

to play college football and with caution sent me off to school praying that God would see me 

through. 

To many this would not seem like a dramatic occasion, but comparing my family’s 

spiritual convictions with the nightlife reputation of Ohio University, my parents’ angst was 

understandable. Though Ohio is famous for its journalism and sport management programs, it 

also ranks near the top of “party school” polls every year. Upon graduating high school, I still 

had never taken a sip of alcohol. In fact, for a modern teenager I had been exposed to alcohol 

very infrequently. But within the next year of my life, things changed dramatically. 

“Religion, morality, and knowledge being necessary for good government and the 

happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be encouraged.” This is 

the statement found at the entrance to College Gate – the prestigious gateway to Ohio 

University’s campus. How ironic that the university’s mission statement in 1787 would actually 

become an issue of concern for me and my family two centuries later. As a student-athlete and 

later an employee of Ohio University, I remember being encouraged by its faculty and staff in 

many good endeavors, but religion and morality were certainly not at the top of the list. 

Of course, Ohio University is not the only school that has fallen from its original mission. 

When first established, many American universities had a much different emphasis than they do 

now:  

Few people realize it, but Harvard started out as a Christian college, and was one 

hundred years old before there was even one professor who was not a minister. 



Furthermore, Harvard’s original charter contains the following education 

mandate:  “Everyone shall consider the main end of his life and studies to know 

Jesus Christ which is eternal life.” When Harvard professors began to lose their 

zeal for the faith, Yale was founded. When Yale began to falter, others were 

established to take its place. Even so, the president of Yale in 1754, Thomas Clap, 

declared the early purpose of colleges as “societies of ministers for training up 

persons for the work of the ministry” (Oakes, xxi). 

Many pioneers of American universities not only envisioned an atmosphere that 

encouraged God and morality, but they discouraged the behavior that has become the unfortunate 

norm of college life. The following statement comes from an advice book intended for incoming 

freshmen at the University of Illinois in 1916: 

The loafing about saloons and drinking places will almost invariably develop in 

you lazy, shiftless habits, will lower your moral tone, and will injure your 

studies…The safest plan if you are going to college with the idea of doing honest, 

satisfactory work is to leave drinking of intoxicating liquors to those who have no 

real interest in the development of their moral and intellectual powers, for the 

drinking habit will invariably play havoc with your college work, not to speak of 

your morals (Clark and Warnock 35-36). 

This kind of advice would not tend to come from modern leaders of our state schools. 

Sadly, sound moral advice is even lacking from parents today. I have actually witnessed parents 

encouraging the party life our culture now deems as appropriate for college students. “Sow your 

wild oats…let it all hang out,” since these days might be numbered. It reminds us of a similar 

statement from the Scriptures. “There is nothing good for a man under the sun except to eat and 

to drink and to be merry…” (Ecclesiastes 8:15).  

While being exposed to this kind of attitude from all directions as a college freshman, my 

temptation meter rose to new heights. This was not only due to the ease of acquiring alcohol, but 

also because I was confronted with the challenges of a co-ed dormitory. For a young man, 

alcohol mixed with sexual temptations and no one to look over my shoulder resulted in the 

formula for one of two outcomes. Either I was headed for spiritual disaster or, through these 

challenges, God was going to take my faith to another level. 



Light on the Hill 

Do you know a group of Christian friends who, when you hear their names, make you 

light up with joy? I was introduced to such people at the same time I was encountering these new 

challenges as a college freshman. The Church with whom I came to assemble is a small group of 

about 60 wonderful people of God. I do not know if there could be people of their number doing 

more good anywhere in God’s Kingdom. In Athens, Ohio, it was the only option for members of 

the Lord’s Church to worship and fellowship. When I was a freshman at Ohio, I vividly 

remember our college classes being made up of four others and myself. This was within a 

university community of 20,000! The numbers could be discouraging, but I found this nucleus of 

students and local members to be the perfect formula to catapult my faith to the next level. 

By the time I was a graduate student at Ohio, this congregation had hired a full-time 

campus evangelist, formed a college group of over 40 students, and became an evangelistic force 

on campus reaching and baptizing souls regularly. The Lord also allowed me to grow to teach, 

preach, and stand for God’s Word as I never dreamed. I secured long-lasting friendships through 

our daily fellowship and found my wife who has become the ideal Christian mate for the last 

nine years. 

Observations from the Inside 

All this occurred within what has become one of our country’s most secular 

environments— the state, or public, university. Now that I have worked for three other similar 

schools, I have been associated with public universities for more than 15 years. The lessons I 

learned as a college student have allowed me to persevere as a staff member and make two very 

important observations. 

1)   The university is one of our greatest mission fields. 

After the Lord helped me overcome the temptations of college life, by His grace He used 

me as an avenue to help others in the same situation. Seeing these individuals come to the Lord 

showed me the joy of evangelism. I did not have to go to a foreign mission field to seek and save 

the lost. They were everywhere around me. As I heard it once said, “Many want to go to Ecuador 

when they should be going next door!” The American university is a mission field in our own 

backyard.  



My experiences on campus also showed me that God uses “regular” members of His 

Church to do evangelism. You do not have to be a formally educated minister to do this great 

work. In fact, the most effective system for evangelistic success is Christians reaching friends, 

family, and co-workers through their daily lives. Countless examples in the book of Acts 

demonstrate this method. People were converted to Christ and subsequently reached out to their 

friends and neighbors. 

I cannot begin to count how many times I have been told I missed my calling to become a 

minister. My response is always the same—I believe I am a minister. I have found being in the 

middle of this mission field on campus is exactly where God can best use my talents and me. 

God has given each of us abilities and talents that He expects to be used for His glory. We need 

to commit to real evangelism right where He has placed us in life. “The harvest is plentiful but 

the laborers are few. therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest, to send out laborers into 

His harvest” (Matthew 9:37-38, ESV). There is no place in America riper for the harvest than the 

American university. Pray for more workers in this field. 

2)   The Church is what matters most. 

The fear of sending young, highly impressionable students to a state institution is 

understandable knowing the level of temptation they will certainly encounter. However, I have 

found the spiritual direction individuals choose truly hinges on their level of involvement with 

the local Church. God has designed the system that makes or breaks the deal. No matter what the 

educational environment may be, the Lord’s Church is the vital component for true spiritual 

growth. Older women teaching younger women, older men teaching younger men, and all of us 

helping one another come closer to God every day is what works (Titus 2:1-8). When this plan is 

executed God’s way, it never fails. 

The first question prospective students and their families ought to ask when considering a 

university should be what is the local Church like? The strength of the local church is more 

important than any academic program on campus. Is the congregation committed to God’s 

Word? Will there be ample fellowship opportunities for college students? Do the members get 

involved in students’ lives? These qualities of the church along with the student’s involvement 

are the crucial factors deciding the student’s spiritual condition upon graduation. 

 



Thank God for churches who have made it their aim to reach out to our American 

universities. May God continue to richly bless these good congregations and raise up more men 

and women in these fertile mission fields. “Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly 

than all that we ask or think, according to the power that works within us, to Him be the glory in 

the Church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen” (Ephesians 3:20-21, 

ESV). 
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