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As the postmodern generation of students grows more disenchanted with the church the need for new demonstrations of Jesus’ love is imperative.  The university campus provides a venue for intellectual curiosity and spiritual openness that can lead to activism and a reformation towards a Christian worldview.  Proclaiming a holistic gospel is both necessary and appealing to college age students as they see how spiritual and social renewal are possible.  Addressing both personal and corporate brokenness, students need to see Jesus as the answer to both brokenness and a source of hope. This paper argues the need for events and communities that help students to take an active role in their spiritual development and the social development of local and global communities.

Theology:

Throughout scripture there are many examples of God’s compassion, justice and love for the lost and broken.  In the Old Testament prophets such as Hosea and Amos speak to the Israelites about their unfaithfulness to God and the social injustices of the people
.  These two books of prophecy are examples of God’s concern both for personal and corporate righteousness and the need for both personal and corporate redemption. God, being jealous for the love and worship of his people uses Hosea to point to the idolatry of the Israelite people who had begun to worship other gods.  Hosea’s marriage to Gomer, his unfaithful wife provides an intimate picture into the type of relationship Israel had with God, but also the broken relationship God was willing to restore.  The parallels to Gomer continuing to sin and Hosea’s willingness to take her back provide insight into God’s willingness to continue to love the Israelites despite the need to punish their sins against God and others.  

Amos, ministering in the Northern Kingdom as well prophesied against the oppression of the poor under the reign of King Jeroboam. Though the people were religious, they had lost their love for God and consequently his people.  In the first chapter of Amos he prophesies against Israel “because she took captive whole communities and sold them to Edom.Amos 1:6” Similar to modern day highway projects that destroyed job opportunities and neighborhoods in the inner city, King Jeroboam sought to expand trade routes oppressing the poor in the process.  The commoditization of people, perversion of justice and the callousness of the privileged are key themes that run throughout the book of Amos.

While the implications of the books of two Old Testament prophets may not seem immediately relevant to life on a college campus the sins of the people and against the people are similar.  The fullness of God’s love and justice demonstrated in Hosea illustrate his desire for personal righteousness and fidelity to God’s love.  God, working through relationships demonstrates the love he has for the Israelites.  So too on a college campus, God desires to see men and women who worship false idols come to know him in an abiding and personal way.  In Amos we see God’s concern for the corporate righteousness and well being for the Israelites.  While God’s concern for the poor is clear, he is also concerned that his people have traded their love of God for love of prosperity and success.  God is distressed by the lack of demonstrative love by people of privilege to the marginalized as evidence of his love for all people.  

For many college students it is easy to believe that choices are made in a vacuum with no consequences on the lives of others.  By fact that they are attending college, they are counted among the worlds privileged.  While non-Christian students have no concept of using their talents to serve God, Christian students can also lack understanding of how to steward their resources as a means of worship.  I believe that part of God’s call in my work with InterVarsity is to help students understand their role in God’s world to use their privilege to serve others.  One of the key ways college students is able to understand the implications for the use of their time, money and education is to have opportunities to redistribute their resources. 

By having a robust understanding of a holistic gospel, Christian students are able to understand God’s call on their lives to demonstrate and invite others to personal righteousness and corporate worship.  Biblical, historic and contemporary models that embody a holistic gospel enable students to see examples of people who witness with compassion and justice in both personal and corporate settings.  As churches, para-church ministries and communities committed to personal and corporate righteousness and justice invite people to respond to Jesus, postmodern students and recent grads will be drawn to a Jesus who cares for their souls as well as the needs and souls of the marginalized.

In looking to examples of holistic ministry Jesus himself demonstrates the integration of compassion, evangelism and justice.  To describe what his ministry would comprise, Jesus quotes Isaiah 61 in the temple of his hometown Nazareth.  Outlining his ministry priorities, Jesus states “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor." Declaring Trinitarian anointing, Jesus is chosen to proclaim the kingdom of God. 

Because Jesus is Lord of all he ministers to both the spiritual and physical needs of people.  The gospel is both for our hearts and for our hands.  In fact much of Jesus’ rebuke of religious leaders centered on their lack of concern for and care of the poor.  

In the story of the woman at the well, Jesus addresses the women’s need to be healed of her individual relational brokenness.  He restores her relationship with God but he also restores her relationship with her community that had ostracized her because of her poor relational choices.  Jesus turns a moment of interaction with the women about water into a mission, empowering her to be a messenger of the restoration Jesus offers.  Jesus restores her to community and many in her town believe in Jesus.  In the story of the woman at the well, Jesus demonstrates his desire to work in both the lives of individuals and the structures in which they operate.  He wants to restore the lives of people broken and oppressed by sin but also wants to restore the structures that cause oppression.

We believe the same is true for individuals, the college campus and the world.  By Jesus changing the life of a student, it impacts their community, which in turn impacts their campus.  To create enough of a momentum, a critical mass of students begins to reshape the collective worldview of the campus community.  Their view of themselves, their resources and the world are different because of their testimony of Jesus’ power.

Context:

In Luke chapter17 the Pharisees ask when the kingdom of God would come. Jesus replies “The coming of the kingdom of God is not something that can be observed, nor will people say, ‘Here it is,’ or ‘There it is,’ because the kingdom of God is in your midst.”  For the past seven years I have ministered with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship.  I believe the college campus is one of the most important mission fields in the world.  It is here in this place that we are experiencing the coming of the kingdom of God as we see the kingdom of God in our midst.  Each year hundreds of students across campus have made decisions to follow Jesus, joining communities that will help to shape their witness to the college campus.  Many hundreds of students are also committing to serving the poor through global urban projects to places like Cairo, Egypt or Xining, China or back home in their local communities.  As we help students, faculty and staff to meet Jesus and provide them opportunities to let Jesus shape their leadership this will affect many communities and people years after a student graduates.  

Students enter their college or university and believe they are simply gaining an education or skills that will enable them to procure a job post graduation.   Though college students wouldn’t be described as “at-risk” or living in poverty, there is often a poverty of spirit in many of the students we work with.  Though they may not be physically blind, there is a spiritual blindness as competing worldviews and ideologies vie for their hearts and souls.  Though not laboring under cruel treatment from unjust leaders, many are oppressed from the mental distress from the pain of broken families and relationships, depression and idolatry.  By proclaiming the kingdom of God in this context we are seeking to develop indigenous leaders who will influence their peers and campus for Christ.  We are seeking to help women and men gain a vision for the purpose Jesus has for their lives, community and world and to become active witnesses testifying to the freedom Jesus offers.

An aspect of my job is working with a regional evangelism team to develop models for postmodern proclamation evangelism. We have found that proclaiming a holistic gospel has been one of the most effective ways to reach this generation of students.   Proclaiming Jesus’ desire to see justice in the world is not simply a hook to get socially minded students to attend events on HIV/AIDS in Africa, it is a way to invite non-Christians to join God in his work to see communities and lives restored.  In inviting non-Christian participation it is made very clear from the beginning that we are addressing the spiritual aspect of global issues from a Christian perspective.  Non-Christian students and organizations have the choice to accept or decline participation understanding that by participating they will hear about issues of the Christian faith.  Because non-Christians are invited to participate with the full knowledge that aspects of Christian spirituality will be presented, this avoids a “bait and switch.”  While many have been skeptical of involving non-Christians to serve in certain aspects of a Christian outreach, it has become a way to minister with integrity.  Because some of the elements of the Invitational model are easily accessible to people of any faith background, such as raising money for and awareness about certain issues it is a way for non-Christians to participate in making a difference without forcing a system of beliefs upon them. It becomes a window to come and see the kinds of things Jesus and his people are about and to decide if becoming a Jesus follower is something they could see themselves doing.  By observing and working with Christian students during these Invitationals it has been a way to build bridges and provide opportunities for relational witness with students, professors and campus groups as they see a demonstration of faith in action.   

Over the past four years we have experimented with large scale and experiential evangelistic events that help students to think about their lives and influence in the world. Our creed has often been that you need to let Jesus change your soul to fully enable you to change the world.  We preach a holistic gospel that addresses the sin, brokenness and separation from God in the lives of students as they consider the brokenness they see in the world.  Starting at the macro level of global brokenness as evidenced by examples such as human trafficking, we invite students to consider the root of such problems, namely the depravity of human beings.   Though we do address sin and brokenness, we also proclaim the hope that Jesus offers to individuals and communities through a relationship with him. Personal and communal renewal is only possible through an indwelling of Christ’s love and the power of the Holy Spirit.  In order for students to see lasting change in their lives and communities we invite them to submit to Jesus’ leadership and allow him to reorient their priorities.  When students accept Jesus and invite them to lead their lives, they are being borne into communities that have already helped them to demonstrate their faith through evangelism, compassion and justice.

The method we have developed, the campus Invitational has been used on campuses across the U.S.  The primary components of the Invitational method are; partnership with non-Christian organizations, experiential art, niche events, a focus on justice issues and large scale events that invite students to respond to Jesus.  We chose to use the inclusive language of campus Invitational rather than outreach or mission because it communicates partnership with non-Christian organizations.  For the sake of this paper, I will break up the components in the category of evangelism, compassion and justice.  

Evangelism:

Our goal of campus Invitationals are to proclaim the kingdom of God and see students invite Jesus to lead their lives.  We believe that the power of the gospel is the only thing that will set students free from the bondage of Satan.  We also believe that the powerful love of Jesus is the only thing that will shape their priorities to care about the poor and marginalized. We believe that a verbal and public witness enables many to hear the good news of the kingdom and invites Christian students to rely on boldness from the Holy Spirit.  In the months leading up to the week-long campus Invitational students are encouraged to invite friends to events that will enable them to build relationship and investigate Christian community.  We also provide training for students to invite their non-Christian friends to study Jesus’ life in scripture.  Partnerships are developed between churches and other para-church organizations to create prayer and ministry partnerships and support in the preparation, proclamation and preservation phases of an Invitational.

The gospel needs to be applied both to people and to sinful structures in this world to see the healing Jesus desires.  As we focus on issues such as human trafficking we aim to help the campus community realize that children who are oppressed by brothel owners, women sold into slavery- Jesus came to set them free.  But we also hope students to understand that Jesus also came to set them free from depression, self-loathing and spiritual emptiness that oppresses them as a result of their situation, whether they are on a college campus or living in a slum in India. Jesus doesn’t just want to change the situation- he wants to make people into new creations.  Over the past few years when non-Christian students on campuses across the country have given money to set children free, sat in lectures to become more educated about the issue and became activists against human trafficking- Jesus rejoiced because they were responding to his spirit moving them to care about the things he cares about.  But Jesus doesn’t just want their money, their time or their volunteer hours- he wants their hearts.  Jesus wants to heal students of their spiritual blindness- to give them sight see Jesus as the only hope for healing this world and their lives.  Jesus wants to give them a vision that when you follow him in caring for others it isn’t just a morally good thing to do- it’s pleasing worship to God.

Compassion:

Elements of compassion included in weeklong Invitationals typically focus on awareness, fund raising and prayer for oppressed or marginalized people.  Recognizing the call to care for the poor in both the Old and New Testament we seek to involve campus communities in Jesus’ concern for places like South Asia and Africa and domestically.  While many students and faculty are challenged to consider their role in the world as they listen to stories of men, women and children affected by HIV/AIDS, we choose to focus on the spiritual aspect of global problems.  Typically we will preach out of scriptures demonstrating Jesus’ compassion & his ability to orient our priorities to align with his.  We share about Jesus’ ability to not only provide physical goods and healing to people who are oppressed, but his ability to change the souls of those who rape and molest African woman and children and further perpetuate the spread of HIV/AIDS.  

While we commend students for their involvement during the week-long Invitational, we challenge them to continue to let Jesus shape their priorities.  Recognizing that after the week of excitement seeing God move on campus or raising thousands of dollars for organizations like World Vision is over, it is easy to return to life as normal.  While we have provided ongoing opportunities such as child sponsorship or plugging into the campus chapter of the International Justice Mission, I would like to see move development in providing local opportunities to demonstrate compassion. While serving AIDS orphans or women who have been set free from brothels may not be possible in many of the campus communities before or after an Invitational the principle of serving the oppressed or marginalized can be applied locally. In places like Columbus, Ohio, home of Ohio State University, there is a large homeless population. Many larger cities have opportunities to work with shelters that serve battered women and children.  My hope for the future of these campus Invitationals is to develop partnerships with local ministries to provide opportunities for students to continue to invest in their campus communities.

Another aspect of both compassion and evangelism has been the role of prayer in campus Invitationals.  At the campus Invitational hosted by Michigan State University, a prayer tent was set up in the middle of campus and was staffed 24 hours, for five days during the week.  During the days and nights people spent time in worship, creative prayer and corporate prayer asking God to move to see an end to the modern day slave trade, for campus & personal renewal.  Though it was cold outside, students would huddle under sleeping bags at two in the morning to ask God to move their friends to salvation, to free child sex slaves and redeem departments or dorms on campus.  People curious about the big white tent would often wander in and be invited to light a candle, say a prayer or create a piece of artwork as a symbol of their desire to see change in the world.  People praying in the tent often engaged others in spiritual conversations about their beliefs on how the world problems might be solved.  Many times they would offer to pray for the people coming into the tent, asking about the things in their lives that were burdens.  

By uses of creative elements we have sought to engage both the mind and heart in God’s work in the world.  While the advantages of intellectual curiosity on a university campus lend itself to justice-based issues, it cannot stop at being intellectually challenging or stimulating.  One of the goals leading up to the week in the preparation, proclamation and preservation phases are to engage both reason and the emotions.  Human illustrations of students chained together wearing shirts emblazoned with the word “slave” march across campus to raise awareness about the modern day sex slave trade.  Students in orange shirts with the word “orphan” across the front are seen all over campus and gather together for a “broken bread meal”, eating porridge served to refugees and communities affected by HIV/AIDS.  During one campus invitational focusing on child sex slavery students wore “For Sale” signs around their necks.  Many were teased at best and harassed at worst by strangers on campus.  Though students took off the signs at the end of the day, this gave them a small window to imagine the shame and degradation child sex slaves are subjected to on a daily basis. This experience grew the compassion of students for the children suffering as a result of the global sex trade and provided them with insight beyond what they would garner in a lecture or documentary.  These types of experiential learning, though often undervalued in academia, can be pivotal in connecting students to Jesus’ heart of compassion for the oppressed.  

Justice:

Our belief about campus Invitationals has been that the demonstration of justice has been a way to shine the light of Christ amidst the darkness in the world.  We have been advocating college students to use their “super powers” of education, privilege and youth to make life choices that will align with God’s purposes in the world.  Realizing that the message of the Gospel is the only hope for true justice we seek to provide onramps for non-Christians to experience a community led by Jesus, the holy and righteous judge.  For Christian students we hope to help them integrate their faith as a witnessing community to proclaim a holistic gospel.  By developing partnerships around justice based issues it helps the campus community to reshape their stereotypes of Christians being intolerant, apathetic and unwilling to relate to people from other faith backgrounds.  Because of the common interest in issues of justice, relationships are easily fostered that often last after the events are over.

Challenges:

It has often been difficult for evangelical Christians to advocate for justice to be part of the life of witness in a community.  Students or staff members within InterVarsity or other campus organizations we have partnered with have at times been uncomfortable dealing with issues such as human trafficking, HIV/AIDS or poverty.  Believing that the core message of the gospel deals with personal salvation, it is often a challenge during the preparation for campus Invitationals to help these students and staff members develop a more robust and holistic gospel theology that they are able to succinctly articulate.  When faced with the opportunity to share how Jesus relates to justice issues the message of the Gospel is typically reduced to a relational, individualistic presentation.  It is during these interactions that some might feel a sense of confusion or “bait and switch” due to the person’s lack of holistic theology.  It is for this reason we have sought to make training a high value in the preparation before, proclamation during and preservation after involved in a campus Invitational.  While we cannot ensure that every student or staff member will be able to articulate a holistic gospel message, we can seek to train as many men and women as possible towards this end.

The other challenge we have faced as we have sought to host campus Invitationals across the country is that activist or justice minded students or staff members would rather focus on structural redemption instead of personal salvation.  Uncomfortable explaining the bad news of judgment and separation from God, those who find themselves in this group often fail to see opportunities to lead men and women to Christ.  While the evangelical church has typically erred on the side of focusing too much on personal salvation while ignoring crumbling inner city neighborhoods or families in poverty, it is also a mistake to ignore the friendship Jesus offers individuals.  It is working with this group of students and staff during training for Invitationals that we help them to share the gospel starting from a global perspective and moving to a personal application of salvation or surrender to Christ’s lordship.  

The other danger with justice minded groups has been the temptation to remove Jesus from the picture for fear of offending non-Christians.  However, when this is the case men and women are simply left with a social gospel, with no real power to change their own lives.  They may become advocates for change in the world and commit to caring about HIV/AIDS or human trafficking but without the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit and the love of Christ it is merely secular humanism.  For many justice minded students it is easy for them to see how sin has caused evils such as human trafficking and continues to cause the spread of HIV/AIDS.  Discomfort of pointing to personal sins in the lives of others is often a more difficult barrier for Christian students to cross with their friends and peers.  However, for non-Christians it is appealing that a God who has the power to rescue women and children from sex slavery would also care enough to save them from their idolatry and self-loathing.  It is for this reason also that we train students to share a holistic gospel and invite their friends to submit to Jesus’ lordship.

Opportunities for the future:

As we look ahead to which groups on campus are typically marginalized or disenchanted with the church the opportunity to integrate new methods of outreach is broad.  Currently a few of my colleagues are working to try and integrate more elements of creativity into evangelistic outreach.  This past spring at Western Michigan University art students met for 24 hours to create art to raise awareness of those suffering from HIV/AIDS in Africa.   Hosting an art exhibit where people could bid on their artwork to raise money for World Vision, this outreach enabled non-Christian artists to use their talents to care for communities in Africa.  Dave, one of my colleagues has been mentoring an InterVarsity student who is an art major and helping her to think through relational ways to minister in the art department on her campus.  It was through her influence and friendship that many artists wanted to participate in the art show focusing on HIV/AIDS.  Our prayer is that through further development relationally groups of artists will begin to realize their role in the church and use their gifts to help spur the imagination to see how Jesus might have understand life.

As previously mentioned, I believe opportunities for local justice partnership will be crucial to this next phase in the Invitational model.  One of the main critiques has been that students need a longer onramp to begin caring about justice issues before the Invitational week.  By providing opportunities to serve locally in ministries and organizations near campus, students will be able to grow in their compassion for the poor and marginalized.  It is often this type of experiential learning that helps issues such as HIV/AIDS, poverty and education inequalities move beyond the theoretical and into the interpersonal.  By beginning to care for families, men and women global issues begin to have faces and names and the depth of the problem feels weightier.  It would also be helpful during the preservation phase after the Invitational week has concluded to provide service opportunities for those interested in serving locally.  Though there are opportunities to serve on six-week global urban treks or domestic urban plunges through InterVarsity, we would love to see continued future development to help students have greater opportunities to serve the poor globally.  

Over the last four year the impact of justice-based Invitationals has been encouraging.  For many InterVarsity students it has become normative to minister with a holistic gospel, integrating evangelism, compassion and justice.  It has also become normative for campuses to see InterVarsity chapters leading campus groups to partner to become advocates for justice in the world.  Because Universities are seeing a positive demonstration of Christian faith, this has often given us favor with professors and the administration on many campuses.  On some occasions, InterVarsity staff, International Justice Mission or World Vision speakers have been invited into the classrooms of secular universities to share about the spiritual aspect of human trafficking or the AIDS pandemic.  The impact on my life as I’ve prayed, spoken and given money in advocacy to stop human trafficking or stem the spread of HIV/AIDS it has deepened my heart to respond to global issues.   While I may not be a humanitarian worker with World Vision, I believe the role God has given me is to continue to develop a generation of students who minister with a holistic gospel, proclaiming salvation and demonstrating the justice Jesus offers.   I believe that as God continues to bless the types of evangelism, compassion and justice we are demonstrating through campus Invitationals, many men and women will begin and continue their life in Christ having a better understanding of holistic ministry.  As these men and women continue to follow Jesus on their campus and into communities post graduation we will see campuses renewed and world changers developed.   
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