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Abstract 
 
 

 This thesis is intend e d  to serve as a sub je ctive, com parative ana lysis of the 
worship styles a m ong  Christia n stud ents at a pub lic university, focusing exclusively on 
Protestant stud ent g roups at The University of Texas.  Relying  in larg e part on 
interviews, g roup visits, and  other persona l intera ction, I sketch out m a ny of the trend s 
that unite and  d isting uish these d ifferent types of org a nizations. 
 
 I b e g in the thesis b y sum m a rizing  the psycholog ic al a nd  socia l attractions of 
Christia nity for young  stud ents, then m ove on to thre e c ase stud ies of d ifferent g roup 
types at UT: “m ainstre am ” g roups, charism a tic g roups, and  stig m a tize d  g roups.  (The 
latter is a stud y of a sing le org a nization, Christia ns on Ca mpus, which is often la b e le d  
as cultist b y UT stud ents.)  Then, in ord er, I b re ak d own the phenom ena of eva ng e lism , 
prayer, and  d im ensions of b e lie f as they relate to this particular d e m og raphic.   
 

Am ong e a ch Christia n g roup I d ocum ent prob le m atic chara cteristics, as well as 
positive aspects, of their b e lie f and  worship patterns.  I have  m a d e  little atte mpt to 
eva luate or jud g e these patterns on a theolog ic al level, a nd  so m ost of the d ifficulties I 
d escrib e  d e a l with their e ffe cts on colle g e stud ents in particular. 

 
This stud y is unique am ong  other Christia n surveys in thre e respects: the state of 

e m otional and  spiritua l flux that m ost colle g e stud ents are in; the fascinating  
com b ination of d iversity a nd  proxim ity that chara cterizes g roups on a colle g e c am pus; 
and  the inherent pressure that the larg er se cular culture of the university inflicts on 
Christia nity.  This is a n are a of relig ious stud ies that is surprising ly und errepresente d  in 
m ainstre am  rese arch, a nd  so I hope that m y ob servations will survey m a ny of the are as 
that ne e d  m ore rig orous investig ation in the future. 
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Introd uction 
 

 Truth. 

 For m ost young  colle g e stud ents, entering a nd  experiencing  the university for 

the first tim e, this five-letter word  is a n enig m a— flickering  in a nd  out of their classes 

and  their lives like St. Elm o’s Fire.  Truth has b e e n the d e fa cto g oal of m ost 

philosophers for m illenia, taken for g ra nte d  b y m any of the m, only to b e upend e d  b y 

social relativism  in the 20th century.  And  tod ay, alm ost two thousa nd  ye ars a fter the 

d e ath of Jesus, m any of us fe el we are further than ever from  this sha d owy g oal. 

An eng raving  on the Main Build ing  of The University of Texas at Austin 

prom ises that “Ye sha ll know the Truth a nd  the Truth sha ll m ake you fre e”— b ut it 

se em s that few passerb ys have any id e a what this m e a ns.  W hat is Truth, anyway?  

Sim ply a sense of confid e nc e in one’s own convictions?  Or som ething  m ore concrete, 

that a person can touch a nd  then say to him self, “I found  it”? 

Prob a b ly the d om ina nt fe ature of Christian fund a m e ntalists— com ing eve n 

b e fore their d octrinal strictures a nd  spiritual m essa g es— is that they are well fa m iliar 

with the Truth.  Truth is a one-sid e d , sim plistic sort of thing ; it is written for the m in a 

particular b ook without a m b ig uity, and  is repe ate d  in church services week in a nd  

week out.  As I will d iscuss later, a person with a c ertain notion of Truth in which he 
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has a b solute trust will invaria b ly se e it reinforce d  everywhere.  The Truth d oes not 

d escrib e re ality— it b e com es re ality. 

 This c an b e  quite appe aling  for a d olescents who are usua lly not as far along  in 

their e m otional d evelopm ent as they like to think they are.  UT-Austin is the country’s 

larg est university as of 2000, with over 50,000 stud ents stretching  its b ord ers.  Each 

Aug ust over seven thousa nd  freshm en are d roppe d  into the  mid d le of the storm  and  

ord ere d  to swim .  That so m any d o so succ essfully is alm ost m iraculous. 

 N o m atter how varie d  the stud ent b od y is, the m e a ns for find ing  persona l 

b a la nc e is invaria b ly the sa m e : a stud ent m ust d evelop his own “niche” to m aintain a 

com m unity.  This niche c an assum e various form s, such as a stud ent org a nization, 

political a ffiliation, or Internet d iscussion g roup.  O f course, it can b e a relig ion.  And  

this option—which cha lleng es participa nts’ intellect a nd  psyche, b ut a lso their 

“spirit”—is d e finitely the  m ost fascinating . 

 I intend  to d ra ft a sub jectively written thesis that com paratively a nalyzes the 

relig ious experienc e of stud ents at UT-Austin, focusing  on one relig ion in particular—

Protestant Christia nity.  This is a n especia lly appe a ling  topic b e c ause the b e lie f syste m 

itself is at le ast as d iverse as the stud ents who sub scrib e to it.  A person can swerve 

quite ra d ic ally from  the faith he was raise d  with a nd  still call him self a Protestant.  In 

fa ct, m any stud ents have d one just that. 
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The Psychology of Christian Stud ents 

 W hy d o young  people b e c om e Christia n?  This is a  m ore d ifficult question tha n it 

m ig ht se em .  On the one ha nd , philosophers such as Karl Jung  a nd  W illia m  Ja m es have 

b e e n asking  it for centuries, theorizing what kind  of unconscious forces m ig ht b e at 

work “converting ” us in a nd  out of faith in God .  But on the other ha nd , m ost of m y 

sub jects would  take g re at offense at such a d ry evaluation.  Their sim ple self-eva luation 

is that they b e c a m e Christia n b e c ause they found  it to b e true.  The evid e nc e, b oth 

intellectual a nd  spiritual, reve als that Jesus of N azareth was a nd  is the Son of God , sent 

from  he aven to serve as a  m oral le a d er a nd  sa crificia l la m b  for us all. 

 But it is not nec essarily re d uctive of that m otivation to ask what psycholog ic al 

b e ne fits a person g a ins b y b e ing  a  Christia n.  For exa mple, a Christia n fe els like he is 

part of som ething  larg e r tha n him self.  This is a n e m otionally b e ne ficial b e lie f, quite 

ind epend e ntly of whether or not it is a true one.  In fa ct we could  e asily point out that 

God ’s purpose is to g ive us that sense of com m unity— in other word s, the re ason we 

fe el fulfille d  in relig ious fellowship is that we were d esig ne d  to. 

 Social a nd  m ental sta b ility is a  m ore pertinent, if inconstant, b e ne fit that we 

m ig ht point out.  It is pertinent b e c ause of the d rifting  fe eling  that so m a ny colle g e  

stud ents d evelop upon le aving  hom e for the first tim e— a fter all, they have com e to the 

university to find  a touchstone of certainty, a nd  when it d oes not im m e d iately appe ar in 

the classroom  they will inevita b ly look elsewhere.  And  the b e ne fit is inconsta nt 
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b e c ause the stud ents d e al with these fe e ling s in such varie d  ways.  Most nota b ly, som e 

stud ents find  g re ater com fort in le aving  Christia nity, having b e e n raise d  with it and  

found  it an ina d equate response to the new spiritua l challeng es that they fa c e. 

 To a d d  to this point, Christia nity c an often d esta b ilize a person when it is 

perverte d  or m isapplie d  to his ne e d s.  At various points d uring  m y rese arch I saw the 

Christia n faith b e ing  use d  a s a n ill-fitting  stand -in for rationa l arg um ent; a n 

inappropriate sub stitute for physical hum a n support; and  (d isastrously) a  m ask for 

d e ep-se e d e d  personal prejud ic es.  Thoug h m y find ing s were by a nd  larg e  positive ones, 

I will explore these prob le ms as they com e up d uring  m y ana lyses. 

 An a d d itional b e ne fit, in a d d ition to a sense of b e long ing  a nd  sta b ility, is that 

Christia nity g ives its b e lievers a particular fe eling  of certainty.  This topic requires som e 

d iscussion.  Thoug h the Bib le is a ra m b ling , wid ely source d , a nd  often conflicting  

d ocum ent, it has assum e d  the role of perfe ct historical a nd  philosophical inerra ncy for 

m illions of Christia ns.  (I d o not pretend  to und erstand  this conclusion, b ut it would  b e 

outsid e  m y are a of rese arch— for this project, anyway—to pursue the m atter very far.)  

At any rate, m ost who profess a b e lie f in Christ d o so with a g lim m er of assura nce that 

an a g nostic is likely to envy. 

 I will use a c ertain, unusua l exa m ple to illustrate this point further.  Early in m y 

rese arch, I re alize d  that Asian stud ents— m any of them child ren of im m ig ra nts—

represente d  the larg est m inority, b y a cle ar m arg in, in m ost every g roup that I visite d .  
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It was a fascinating  m ystery at first, until I visite d  a Christia ns on Ca m pus m e eting  a nd  

d iscusse d  the Christia n fa ith g e nerally with two Chinese m e n.  One of the m g a ve m e 

quite powerful testim ony in his b roken Eng lish: 

All m y life I’ve b e e n told  a b out atheism , that there is nothing  here that you c annot see.  
And  I d id  not m ind  this, b ut I always thoug ht…how d o we know this [atheism ] is re al?  
And  I’d  b e en talking  to som e Christians that were in m y town, and  they g a ve m e a Bib le.  
And  I re a d  this, and … I d on’t think a hum an c an write this.  The log ic is so com plete.  All 
the answers to m y questions are there. 
 

Atheism  a nd  Bud d hism , the two historic ally (a nd  politically) d om ina nt faiths in 

m ainla nd  China, d o not g ive the sort of concrete solutions that Christia nity offers.  For a 

person a c custom e d  to d ry a c a d e m ia or spiritua l va g aries, the id e a that a sing le b ook 

could  hold  all of life’s answers is quite se d uctive.  I d id  not carry out enoug h rese arch to 

hypothesize whether this is the m a in re ason for Christianity’s popularity a m ong  young  

Asia ns, b ut it will suffice for now to point out that the Chinese Bib le Stud y g roup on the 

UT c am pus b oasts over 500 active m e m b e rs.  There is ob viously som e sort of sensuous 

attraction b etween Asians a nd  Jesus Christ. 

 Let m e conclud e this point with a word  of c aution: we should  not, as m any 

Christia n stud ents d o, m istake this hig h level of certainty in one’s b e lie fs for a n 

ind icator of truth.  Inste a d  we are se eing  sym ptom s of m oral a b solutism : a person is just 

as sure that Jesus d ie d  for his sins as he is sure that one should  not com m it m urd er.  

This m ay b e a n a d m ira b le trait to have, b ut (as m ost Christia ns would  a g re e ) a person is 

not nec essarily rig ht just b e c ause he has “g ot it all fig ure d  out.” 
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 Thoug h a ll of these a d va nta g es are exc ellent re asons to b e c om e a Christia n, it is a 

m atter of fa ct that m ost Christia n colle g e  stud ents b e lieve the way they b e lieve b e c ause 

they were raise d  to d o so.  I a m not, however, atte mpting  to b e incisive; for in m y 

rese arch I d iscovere d  that, alm ost universally, colle g e -a g e  Christia n have re a che d  a  

point in their persona l g rowth where they question everything  they ha d  b e e n b roug ht 

up to und erstand .  My first few interviews includ e d  the question, “How d id  you 

b e c om e a Christia n?”  But as tim e went on, I le arne d  that it was m ore intrig uing  to ask, 

inform ally, “W hen d id  you re-b e c om e a Christian?”  Very few stud ents were confuse d  

b y this unusua l prom pt. 

  As I m entione d  a lre a d y, a Christia n c an la nd  quite on the far sid e of his orig ina l 

b e lie f syste m upon recom m itting  to his faith and  still d escrib e him self as a Christia n.  

The c ase stud ies I a m a b out to present should  d ra m atic ally prove this point: 

Protestantism  is a plura list relig ion, even a m ong  g roups that m e et just across cam pus 

from  e a ch other.  I will exa m ine thre e d istinct types of stud ent Christia n org a nizations: 

“m ainstre am ” g roups; charism atic (or Pentecostal) g roups; a nd  a stig m atize d  g roup, 

Christia ns on Ca mpus, which was frequently d escrib e d  to m e as “culty” prior to and  

d uring  m y rese arch of the m.  Following  these c ase stud ies, I will sum m arize the 

worship and  b elie f patterns that e m erg e d  throug h m y personal experienc es with ea ch.  

W e b e g in with a d iscussion of m ainline Protestantism a nd  several g roups that fit the 

m old  of “typical” Christia nity. 
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Mainstre am  Christian Groups 
InterVarsity, Campus Cru, ECHO, Covenant, etc. 

 
This section includes most Christian student groups on campus—charismatic groups 
actually fall under the definition of being “mainstream,” in many respects.  Christians 
on Campus is the only group I visited, out of a dozen or more, that had no relation to 
at least some of the worship patterns I will explore here.  This section focuses in 
particular on the debate over contemporary vs. traditional worship. 

 
After having  pla nne d  to visit so m any Christian g roups in m y rese arch, I ha d  

thoug ht I would  find  it d ifficult to chara cterize which a m ong  the m should  b e d escrib e d  

as “m ainstre am .”  Surprising ly, this was not the c ase.  Even at such a d iverse pla c e as 

The University of Texas, Christia nity a m ong  Protestants d oes have m a ny nota b le 

conventions that carry over from  g roup to g roup. 

 To b e g in, m usic is a n essential part of every colle g e worship service, just as it is 

within virtua lly every relig ious com m unity in the world .  But, even m ore so tha n in the 

loc al Austin churches, stud ents in UT colle g e  worship se em  to re a ch their hig hest 

spiritual pe aks while sing ing .  The charism atic g roups are an extrem e exa m ple of this 

power, since their m e m b e rs m a ke a d e d ic ate d  e ffort to express praise with their b od ies 

(as I will d escrib e in the appropriate section b e low).  But sing ing  could  also b e c om e 

quite energ etic in a sm all, tra d itional g roup such as the Covena nt Presb yteria n g roup, 

with a sing le g uitar a nd  less tha n 20 stud ents— even when trying  a  new song  that 

nob od y knew.  On at le ast one occ asion it occurre d  to m e that m any stud ents fe el closer 
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to God  the  m ore force fully they sing , to the point that they som etim es se em  to com pete 

with ea ch other. 

 A “m ainstre am ” g roup1 always fe atures a b a nd  at the front of the room .  Thoug h 

one or two g uitars are sufficient, it is very com m on for the setups to b e c om e  much m ore 

ela b orate.  They m ig ht includ e d rum s, b ass, and  even a b ong o d rum  (InterVarsity 

Christia n Fellowship) or b rass section a nd  violin (ECHO ).  One of the  m ore surprising  

instanc es of this was Baptist Stud ent Ministries, which on the nig ht I visite d  fe ature d  

five people onsta g e perform ing  for eig ht people on the floor! 

The g uitarist typic ally le a d s the song s, with a d esig nate d  person re a d y to post 

lyrics on a n overhe a d — I once com m ente d  that the overhe a d  projector was surely the 

sing le gre atest contrib ution to young  Christia n worship this century.  Most in the room  

know the  m usic b y he art, of course; several tim es I even re a lize d  that a  group would  

vary a song ’s lyrics from  what was on the scre en so as to follow the g uitarist’s le a d —

they ha d  sung  it enoug h tim es to b e re a d y for the incong ruity. 

A leng thy m usic al set b e g ins the evening , intersperse d  with spontaneous prayers 

b y the song  le a d er: “Father God , we just want to com e to you tonig ht in a worshipful 

m ood , and  just—rele ase everything  we’ve b e en worrie d  a b out and  focus on you…”  

(Ca mpus Cru, Ja n. 18)  The m usic is usually followe d  b y g roup a nnounc em e nts of 

upcom ing events.  Then (in approxim ate ord er) com e a brie f Bib le stud y, an inform a l 
                                                
1 I will continue to use the phrase c autiously, since any two g roups with sim ilar worship styles are still 
likely to d iffer in other d im ensions—m ost im portantly, in the actual b e lie fs of their m em b ers. 
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serm on from  a  g uest spe aker, perhaps a nother Bib le verse for g ood  m e asure, and  a  

m usic al conclusion.  It is not at all d ifferent from  a norm al Protestant church service, 

alb e it with a young er, hipper tone.  The na m e  of the g a m e is m a king  a  visitor fe el 

com forta b le. 

Le a d ers of these g roups, b y ne c essity, are very in-tune with what’s cool a m ong  

the young  a d ults present.  Je ff, the youth le a d er of Hope Stud e nt Life, is a quintessential 

exa m ple.  W ith his skater-style clothing  a nd  wild , six-inch g oate e he could  e asily pass 

for a stud ent worshipper (as he was b y m e the first tim e I visite d  that g roup).  Even his 

m anner of spe aking  is d isarm ing ly fa m iliar to a young  person: “W e’ve just g otta, you 

know, fre e ourselves, a nd  ra d ic ally sub m it to God ’s m ercy…” But I m et few people 

m ore sincere in their faith, or m ore willing  to share it with others. 

The b est-org a nize d  exa m ple I found  of the c atchy g roup form ula was Ca mpus 

Crusa d e for Christ (Ca mpus Cru or CCC), a nona ffiliate d  national g roup that turns 

Christia nity into an a b solutely fun thing  to d o, even for a visitor who is com pletely 

foreig n to the church (which I was not).  The 100-od d  stud ents who g ather in a n 

aud itorium  every Thursd a y nig ht are cle arly there to “party for the Lord ,” as one 

attend e e says joking ly— everyone gre ets their friend s enthusiastically, chattering  a b out 

everything  from  the UT b asketb a ll g a m e  to social g a thering s over the weeke nd .  

W orship le a d ers with cord less m ikes take the sta g e a nd  literally “warm  up the crowd ,” 

not for Christia n worship b ut to have a g ood  tim e.   
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For exa mple, one week in e arly Fe b ruary, two young  m e n rattle d  off a hilarious 

“Top Ten List of Thing s N ot to Say on Valentine’s Day.”  (N um b er six: “Honey, I g ot 

the  m ovie last week, could  you pay for tonig ht?”)  The crowd  respond e d  with 

appropriately b oisterous laug hter, which struck m e b e c ause a scene like this could  have 

b e e n from  any stud ent m e eting  on c am pus.  Saint Valentine was nowhere on the list—

to say nothing  of Jesus.  It was a secularize d  m om ent throug h and  throug h. 

I should  im m e d iately clarify that I personally found  nothing  wrong  with this 

practice, since colle g e churches should  a rg ua b ly m a ke it a priority to avoid  alienating  

newcom ers.  But there are som e valid  criticism s of this sort of inform ality that I will 

a d d ress shortly. 

The party d oes not last the whole evening .  A slower song , usua lly quite 

passionate and  b e autiful, is e mploye d  b e fore prayers a nd  spoken m essa g es b e g in, to 

encoura g e a worshipful m ood  (in the restraine d , m e d itative sense of the word ).  Here is 

where the sincerity of the m e m b e rs b e c om es evid e nt.  To set asid e their out-of-church 

b e havior for the  m om ent, I have the sense that m ost of the re g ular visitors to Ca mpus 

Cru g e nuinely c are a b out their worship a nd  are prob a b ly not attend ing  out of ha b it.  

The stud ents are respectful a nd  attentive d uring  the serm ons.  It is b e havior that is hard  

to com e b y a m ong  youth only a few ye ars young e r at churches a cross Am eric a.  The 

hypothesis that inform a l worship autom atic ally m akes for d isrespectful worship d oes 

not se em  to hold  up. 
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But skepticism  of “conte mporary” worship such as this ling ers in som e Christia n 

stud ents.  Proponents of “tra d itiona l” services—se ate d  m ore in the fund a m e ntalist 

Protestant tra d itions of the e arly 20th century— d e cry ele m e nts of the newer worship 

style that, they cla im , a d ulterate a person’s relationship with God .2  Am ong  m a ny other 

issues, the rock-inspire d  m usic sparks the m ost controversy.  Stud ents d o not usually 

find  it fla g ra ntly sinful, b ut it is occ asiona lly d e em e d  “sim plistic” com pare d  to stand a rd  

hym ns: rhythm  is e mphasize d  over harm ony, and  energ y over content.  Most alarm ing  

to these stud ents is the re alization that the worshippers are d e lib erately b re a king  with 

the past b y rejecting  hym ns.3  Base d  on the evid e nc e thus far, we could  a ccuse these 

g roups of “watering  d own” the Christia n worship experience with their laid -b a c k 

attitud es.   

Criticism  often fa lls on the g roups’ insufficient stud y of Scripture.  Jake, a n 

eng ine ering  senior who attend e d  Covena nt Presb yteria n, reporte d  on his experienc e: 

At m y church in San Antonio, I d id n’t re ally le arn anything  a b out what it was to b e a 
Christian… I sort of consid ered  that church we ak.  [Since then] I’ve le arned  that it is 
im portant to stud y the Word  of God . 
 

This sentim ent was echoe d  a m ong  other m e m b e rs of the Covena nt colle g e m inistry, 

which is one of the  m ost worshipful— a nd  le ast anim ate d — g roups that I visite d .  Their 

avera g e  group service includ es twenty m inutes or m ore of conc entrate d  Bib le stud y, 

                                                
2 This is ironic, since supporters of contem porary-style worship are likely to ac cuse d og m a tic 
tra d itionalism  of d oing exa ctly the sam e thing . 
3 Thanks to Geoff Thom as, “Contem porary W orship Music: A Bib lic al Defense” 
(www.b a nneroftruth.co.uk/articles/contem porary_worship_m usic.htm ). 
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which is not se gre g ate d  into a separate, sm aller g roup as InterVarsity a nd  Ca mpus Cru 

m ake a practice of d oing .  The Bib le is central to their und erstand ing  of b e ing  Christia n, 

a sure sig n of le g a list conservatism .  As two stud ents aske d  m e on separate occ asions, 

“W ithout the Bib le, how can we know that Jesus d ie d  for us?”4 

 Few m ainstre am  Christia ns would  a rg ue with this, of course; the Bib le stud y 

g roups within IVCF a nd  Ca mpus Cru are in fa ct very well attend e d .  I encountere d  few 

a ctive Christia n stud ents who d id  not m ake tim e for Scripture re a d ing  in their d a ily or 

weekly routine.  But it is true that, as a whole, the Scriptures are not stresse d  as m uch in 

conte mporary cam pus worship— even a c asual relig ious conversation with a  m e m b e r of 

Covena nt will prod uc e m a ny m ore Bib lic al citations.  A persona l experienc e of God  

se em s to b e the  m ore im portant focus for Ca mpus Cru a nd  IVCF.5   

A further, relate d  criticism  of conte mporary worship b e ars m ention.  It was 

m entione d  b y none of m y interviewees a nd  was und ere mphasize d  in m a ny of the 

b ooks that I re a d , b ut is som ething  I note d  upon m y initia l visits to stud ent g roups: 

conte mporary, nonle g a listic worship has a tend e ncy to actually d ecrease the e nerg y level 

of its participa nts.  That is, a relig ion strippe d  of d og m a  a nd  rig id  m ora l constraints—

even to the b e ne fit of its participa nts— c an quickly b e c om e a la ckluster a ffair. 

                                                
4 Even this question, which hig hlights Jesus’ d e ath as the prim ary tenet of Christianity (rather than, for 
instanc e, God ’s love for hum anity), reinforces these stud ents’ conservative viewpoints. 
5 An interesting  sid e note c an b e m a d e here: in m y experienc e, I found  that I could  often g a ug e a person’s 
conservatism  b y whether he re ferre d  m ore often to Jesus (the physic al, tang ib le m anifestation) or to God  
(a transcend ent b e ing ) when in prayer and  testim ony.  I will ela b orate on this tend ency later. 
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IVCF is a n exa m ple of this phenom enon.  There is nothing  d ysfunctional a b out 

the group itself: fifty or m ore stud ents com e to the weekly g roup m e eting , and  the 

sm aller prayer a nd  Bib le stud y g roups d raw at le ast that m any.  They rec eive support 

from  a nationa l org a nization, several full-tim e sta ffers, and  a c asua l social network 

a m ong  the stud ents.  The IVCF listserv is frequently use d  for prayer a nd  worship 

announcem e nts— not to m ention extensive a d vertise m e nt for the g roup’s Ultim ate 

Frisb e e te am .  In a word , InterVarsity is succ essful. 

 Yet for all its activity, and  the sinc ere enthusiasm  of its m e m b e rs, the IVCF larg e-

g roup m e eting s every Thursd a y nig ht are som etim es less tha n inspiring .  All the 

ing re d ients are in pla c e: the requisite slid e projector for lyrics, the b a nd  at the front 

(com plete with b ong o d rum ), a nd  a siza b le  m e m b e rship that chatters like  m a d  b e fore 

and  a fter the service.  But when the m usic b e g ins, the energ y level is often notic e a b ly 

flat.  During  a n up-te mpo song  a  few stud ents m ig ht start clapping , a nd  others will 

usua lly join in, only to trail off a fter a verse or two.  Many song s end  with a silenc e that 

som ehow se em s awkward ; at le ast once I he ard  a quiet voice in the crowd  say 

“W oohoo…” in a way ironic enoug h to painfully a cc entuate the quiet. 

 This is som ewhat contra d ictory to m y conclusions thus far, since one of the 

apparent streng ths that a conte mporary g roup offers is excite d , m od ernize d  worship.  

W hy, then, d oes InterVarsity ne e d  a shot in the arm ?  The prob le m  is not in the 
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stud ents, who are all friend ly a nd  outg oing , and  perhaps less cliquish tha n those in 

Ca mpus Cru. 

 Two aspects, I think, ke ep IVCF in this sort of hold ing  pattern rather tha n 

rea ching  the hig h energ y levels that it tries to eng e nd er.  First, the g roup is in ne e d  of a 

truly com pelling  worship le a d er—the current worship te am  d oes a fine job , b ut no one 

se em s to hold  the g roup ac counta b le for its own enthusiasm .  They m ig ht le arn 

som ething  from  Christia ns on Ca mpus, whose m e m b e rs are not a fraid  to ask, “Ca n we 

sing  that a g a in with som e  m ore spirit?”  Onc e inertia such as this is initiate d , the group 

cre ates excite m e nt for itself— Ca mpus Cru, thoug h not sub stantia lly d ifferent from  

IVCF, carries it from  week to we ek quite well. 

 And  second , the fa ct that IVCF d oes not contain larg e a m ounts of d og m a —

pre ferring  rather that e a ch m e m b e r encounter Christ with relative fre e d om —re m oves a 

rallying  point for m e m b e rs.  Fund a m e ntalist cong re g ations, in a ll relig ions, m ana g e  to 

attract new m e m b e rs b e c ause they supply a tang ib le, log ic ally airtig ht (if not sound ) 

world view—their num b e rs have b e e n swelling  for d e c a d es.  Esoteric and  tra nscend e nt 

perceptions of God  d o not as work well in d rawing  a vera g e Am eric ans to church.   

 Hope and  Christia ns on Ca mpus—two g roups that focus m inim a lly on d og m a —

are exceptions to this rule b e c ause a concrete b e lie f syste m is sub stitute d  for b y 

extre m e ly ta ng ib le worship styles (to b e  d escrib e d  shortly).  In a ny case, a church g roup 

that d oes not aim  for perfe ct spiritua l clarity c an b e c om e what Jake d escrib e d  as a 
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“weak” church without truly g ifte d  le a d ers to spur its m e m b e rs on to continuous 

introspection. 

 This is not to und erm ine the sinc ere d evotion of the stud ents I encountere d , 

however!  They are am ong  the friend liest g roup of Christia n stud ents with whom  I 

intera cte d , and  they all se em  to share a sinc ere faith that is m a nifeste d  b oth in prayer 

and  in person.  In truth, I d o not b e lieve at all that IVCF is a “weak” g roup, or even that 

it is in ne e d  of cha ng e .  It prove d , however, to b e a n exc ellent case stud y for som e of the 

potential prob le ms with conte mporary g roups. 

In the end , I a m  ill equippe d  to jud g e whether one em phasis (conte mporary vs. 

tra d itiona l) is in a ny way superior to the other from  a theolog ic al stand point.  But in the 

tim e I spent with e a ch type of g roup, I perceive d  g e nuine spiritual g rowth in alm ost all 

the involve d  stud ents—there is not as m uch theolog ic al d ifferenc e b etween a 

“tra d itiona l” a nd  “conte mporary” stud ent as it m ig ht se em  a ne c d otally.  And  

d isa g re em e nts over worship styles will seld om  le a d  to g e nuine anim osity or schism  

from  one Christia n to the next.  But the conte mporary-tra d itional d e b ate in worship is 

an im porta nt d im ension to the g e neral picture of colle g e Christia nity. 
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Charism atic Groups 
Hope 242, Hope Stud ent Life  

 
I now focus on the practices of Pentecostal, or charismatic, student groups—for 
though they share much in common with the mainstream groups, their worship 
patterns are quite distinct.  I will address some of the major criticisms that are 
leveled against charismatic groups by other Christian denominations, especially as 
they apply to college worship. 

 
Charism atic Christia nity has a troub lesom e past with the m a instre am  church in 

present-d a y Am eric a, perhaps m ore than a nything  b e c ause it d oes not qualify as a 

“sect” of Christia nity.  Rather it is a particular (if hard -to-d e fine ) worship style that 

b e g a n in        Pentecostal churches in the e arly part of the 20th century, rapid ly spre a d  to 

Catholicism , a nd  sub sequently to m ost other Christia n d e nom inations.  Its appe al is the 

sa m e  sort of prom ise that Protestantism  offered  b elievers in the 16th century: a “persona l 

relationship with Christ” unm a rre d  b y the intercessions of d og m a  a nd  form al worship.   

O f course, Christia nity tod ay is m erely a sha d e of what it was to Martin Luther in 

these are as.  And  charism atic Christia ns d o not a d voc ate a splitting  off from  the church 

in any way— ind e e d  they d o not view their practices as b e ing  ra d ic al at all.  

Charism atics frequently m aintain participation in the church they are use d  to attend ing , 

sim ply incorporating  the “new style” of praising  that I will d escrib e  b e low.  But the 

unusual nature of the worship b e havior has le d  to m uch d erision b y m ainstre am  

(espe cially conservative ) Christia n authorities. 
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My introd uction to charism atic (or Pentecostal) g roups cam e as quite a surprise, 

e arly in the ye ar when I was sim ply exploring  various Christia n g roups to id e ntify 

trend s.  I rec eive d  inform ation on a group with the unusua l na m e  of “Hope 242,”6 

which m et every Frid a y nig ht at the UT Athletics com plex, a nd  I went to visit with very 

few expectations.  (I d id  joke with m y friend s, b e forehand , that Hope would  surely b e  

“a weird  one” b e c ause they cong re g ate d  at such a n unusua l loc ation a nd  such a n 

unlikely tim e— m ost colle g e stud ents are he a d e d  out to parties at 7:30 on Frid a y nig hts.) 

 I m ust stress that, a fter repe ate d  visits to Hope 242 and  its sister g roup, Hope 

Stud e nt Life, I have d evelope d  a  m uch m ore  m od erate opinion of the charism atic 

worship style as colle g e stud ents practice it.  In short, m y first visit to Hope 242 turne d  

out to b e a n a b erration from  the norm .  But I m a d e the d e cision to print m y initia l 

experience with the group anyway, as written the d ay a fter m y visit, to ac curately 

d epict m y first im pressions a nd  to d e m onstrate how excessive som e Christia n worship 

styles c an b e c om e. 

 

 As I walk in to the lecture hall where Hope m e ets, rig ht on tim e but ob viously 

quite e arly, I see a cluster of six or seven stud ents crouche d  over chairs in the upper 

corner, praying  out loud  to the mselves.  I assum e these are the g roup’s stud ent le a d ers, 

b ut it d oes strike m e as strang e  that their spoken prayers last for at le ast ten m inutes.  
                                                
6 N a m ed  a fter Acts 2:42—“They d evote d  them selves to the apostles’ tea ching and  fellowship, to the 
b re aking of b re a d  and  the prayers” (N RSV). 
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Me anwhile, a b a nd  arra ng es its equipm ent on the sm allish sta g e a nd  stud ents slowly 

trickle in. 

 Hope is a cliquish g roup; they are not unwelcom ing  to visitors such as m e, b ut 

everyone se em s to know each other a lre a d y, g re eting  a nd  hug g ing  as thoug h they 

haven’t se en e a ch other in m onths.  I g o unnotice d  until one of the a d ult le a d ers, Paul, 

walks up to introd uce him self.  I tell him  I a m  rese arching a thesis, at which he la ug hs 

g ood -nature d ly a nd  says “W e ll, fe el fre e to stud y us a ny tim e.”  He surprises m e b y 

inform ing  m e that the service will last until 10:30, perhaps 11:00 at nig ht—thre e 

hours!—“until everyb od y d e cid es to g o hom e.”  My pretensions a b out attend ing  a  

Frid ay-nig ht g roup are reinforce d , b ut I a m a lso encoura g e d  that these m e eting s se em  

to b e such a total spiritual experienc e for those present.  This is the social event of the 

evening  for these stud ents— certainly pre fera b le to d runken d e b a uchery. 

 Fashiona b ly late, at around  7:50, the b a nd  finally finishes tuning  a nd  a quite 

he a lthy g roup of 70 or 80 stud ents has cong re g ate d .  The ub iquitous overhe a d  projector 

is turne d  on for song  lyrics, a nd  the sing ing  com m enc es. 

 Song s are stand a rd , conte mporary Christia n fare; the first tune, “God ’s 

Rom anc e,” could  b e a Top 40 hit off the ra d io, com plete with an instrum ental b rid g e.  

The le a d  g uitarist onsta g e, an energ etic sing e r in his late 20s, d irects the aud ienc e as we 

b e lt out song  a fter song .  Repetition of choruses, verses, a nd  even entire song s proves 

popular, especially for the  m ost m oving a nd  rom antic lyrics: 
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W e will run, we will fly, we will b e  tog ether; 
 W e will laug h, we will cry, we will b e  tog ether… 
 
It b e com es a m arathon: 75 m inutes later the song s are still continuing , and  the energ y 

level has only incre ase d .  The projector se em s unne c essary, jud g ing  b y how well the 

crowd  appe ars to know the lyrics. 

The  m ost unique aspect of this service, com pare d  to others that I have visite d , is 

the varying  ways that stud ents in the aud itorium a re worshipping .  Along  the b a c k of 

the room  a few are d a ncing , som etim es hopping  up a nd  d own the aisles, with eyes 

close d .  Me a nwhile, a few others are sitting  quietly in their se ats, not even sing ing , from  

what I can tell.  Most of the crowd  is stand ing , clapping , and  raising  ha nd s in praise.  

Severa l stud ents are force fully pound ing  the floor with their fe et in tim e to the  m usic. 

After eig hty m inutes, the song s finally stop, and  the evening ’s spe aker— a 

ha nd som e Latino na m e d  Art— g oes to the m icrophone.  (He has b e e n sta nd ing  in the 

row b e hind  m e, praying  a loud  for a num b er of m inutes with two friend s: “g ive m e the 

a b ility to share Your love tonig ht, Lord , show these people your lig ht….”)  This is a 

m an c ertainly “on fire for the Lord ”— a fter taking  the sta g e he spend s several m inutes 

telling  us a b out his sord id , vice-fille d  past, b e fore d escrib ing  his conversion experienc e 

and  his “new life in Christ.”  I have he ard  sim ilar stories at m any other Christia n 

g roups. 

Sud d e nly, his testim ony takes a n unexpecte d  turn: “I felt m yself just— just so 

fille d  with the Lord , m an, and  I just collapse d , a nd  m y friend s were sta nd ing  over m e 
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and  praying , a nd  I was—you know, shaking a nd  b ouncing  on the ground !… ” He is 

excite d  to b e telling  the story, and  the aud ienc e laug hs with him , c ausing  m e to wond er 

if such b e havior is stand a rd  for this g roup.   

Art is, of course, d escrib ing  charism atic Christianity.  As a worship style it was 

orig ina lly chara cterize d  b y g lossolalia— literally, “spe aking  in tong ues”— b ut is now also 

known for jubilation, or physic al “m a nifestations of the spirit.”  As I m entione d , 

jub ilation c an b e exc e e d ing ly d ifficult to d e fine.  W hat Art experienc e d  c ertainly 

qua lifies, b ut so m ig ht the od d  interpretive d a ncing  that I have b e e n ob serving  in the 

b a ck row, or som e stud ents I ha d  se en at other m e eting s who were waving  their arm s in 

the air with strang e, unnatura l m otions.  Despite the e arly cues, I have se en little thus 

far that would  le a d  m e to assum e Hope 242 is a charism atic g roup. 

However, im m e d iately a fter Art finishes his testim ony, Je ff— the youth pastor 

from  the g roup’s a ffiliate d  church, Hope in the City— g ets onsta g e to le a d  the room  in 

prayer.  Alm ost on cue, every one of the re g ular m e m b e rs raises their ha nd s skyward ; I 

notice that even the quiet stud ents, who m ig ht well have b e e n sle eping  this whole tim e, 

have sud d e nly risen to participate.  Jeff b e g ins praying  into the  microphone: “Lord , 

com e d own to us now… e nter our spirits and  cle a nse us… let this b e a nig ht of praise 

only for you….” The aud ienc e b e g ins to respond  verb a lly, m uch as I have he ard  from  

Christia ns on Ca mpus or even the m a instre am  g roups: “Yes Lord … God , that’s 

rig ht…Lord  Jesus…” But slowly, the prayers b e c om e  m ore fervent; the whispers are 
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spoken loud er; a nd  sud d e nly, a g irl in the front row collapses to the ground  a nd  b e g ins 

to cry uncontrolla b ly. 

As a n outsid e ob server, I a m a larm e d  to notice that no one g oes to help the 

young  wom an, even as she g asps for b re ath b etween her sob s.  For several m inutes I a m  

fixate d  on this poor, crying  g irl— a nd  fina lly, una b le to end ure it, I sque eze  my way past 

the praying  stud ents on m y row and  run d own front to com fort her.  I a m  the only one 

who d oes so. 

From  this va nta g e point, stroking  the girl’s re d  hair as her crying  continues, I 

look around  a nd  re a lize how m uch the te mpo of the worship has incre ase d .  A person 

cries out on the far end  of the room , in a sort of ecstasy that sound s paine d .  One  m a n 

hops onto the sta g e a nd  b e g ins to walk aim lessly a cross, virtually unnotice d  b y the 

youth pastor, b e fore collapsing  to the floor and  re m a ining  there the rest of the session.  

Im m e d iately to our le ft, a g irl le a ns her he a d  a g a inst the se at in front of her, eyes shut, 

and  b e g ins sque aling  in ple asure— what could  only b e  d e scrib e d  as a spiritual org asm .  

Art has g ra b b e d  a  m a n b y the torso and  is praying  out loud , alm ost spe aking  into his 

he art. 

Onsta g e, Je ff continues to pray into the  microphone.  Presently he says 

som ething  that se em s rather pointe d : “Lord , let’s not worry a b out what’s happening  to 

those around  us…we just want to focus on you, Lord .”  Being  the only one present that 

has d one a nything  other tha n jub ilate, I fe el as thoug h he has sub tly sing le d  m e out.  I 
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a m a ctually quite offend e d  that the pastor would  d iscoura g e m y com passion like this—

I say to m yself, quite ang ry at the  m om ent, that b y rea ching  out to som eone else I’m  

b eing  m ore Christia n tha n a nyone in the room . 

 But then I re alize that m y re d he a d e d  friend , still wailing a fter alm ost ten 

m inutes, is prob a b ly not crying  a b out a persona l prob le m, as I have se en happen b e fore 

at church services.  She is experiencing  a  raw em otional output unlike a ny level of 

d espair a person would  b e likely to rea ch und er norm a l circum stances.  I d o not suspect 

Janna (as her na m e  turns out to b e ) of b e ing  e m otionally unsta b le— b ut I d o think that 

she is und erg oing  a  sort of c atharsis for all of the e m otional stressors in her life. 

 Two m ore girls have finally com e d own to help com fort Janna— b ut with a start, 

I re alize that they have laid  ha nd s on her a nd  b e g un spe aking  in tong ues over her.  

Their postures are sig nific antly m ore im persona l tha n m ine, with palm s pla nte d  flat on 

her b a ck.  The stra ng e, nonsense la ng ua g e com es pouring  out of their m ouths for 

another seven or eig ht m inutes.  Thoug h I was raise d  in the church, I fe el com pletely 

alien to what is g oing  on around  m e.  I fe el b oth fascinate d  and  terrifie d . 

 Fina lly, a fter som e twenty m inutes, the scre a m ing , shaking , a nd  sque aling  d ies 

d own; Janna stops crying  a nd  weakly sits up; the le a d  m usicia n hops b a ck onsta g e a nd  

b e g ins sing ing  a g a in.  W ithin a nother ten m inutes, the g roup is “b a c k to norm al,” as 

thoug h the intervening  jub ilation ha d  never occurre d .  Janna, her eyes still fille d  with 

te ars, turns to look at m e for the first tim e and  says, “Thank you for praying  for m e.” 
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 Tha nk you for praying for m e?  I ha d  b e en lend ing  e m otional support b y pla cing  

m y ha nd s on her, b ut I a m  unnerve d  that she thoug ht I was invoking  God  to work in 

her, rather tha n expressing  com passion m yself.  It fe els od d ly im persona l.7  The g irls 

b ehind  m e se em e d  to b e sum m oning  the Holy Spirit to work its m a g ic within her— I 

ha d  sim ply b e e n wishing  that she would  c alm  d own.  I re alize that, b y Hope 242’s rules, 

I prob a b ly should  have b e e n encoura ging her inste a d .  This com pletely d isturb s m e, for 

perhaps the first tim e in the course of m y rese arch thus far. 

 O f course, the im m e d iate response b y one of the participa nts would  b e that e a ch 

of the m was fille d , supernatura lly, with the Holy Spirit a nd  m ove d  to such b e havior b y 

forces b eyond  their control.  As a n outsid e ob server I a m  ob lig e d  to care fully consid er 

this viewpoint, b ut that d oes not excuse m e from  se eking  a  rationa l expla nation, 

especially as haunte d  as I a m  b y Ja nna’s persistent wailing .  She se em e d  to b e seriously 

troub le d , to the point that she found  it d ifficult to stand  a fterward s.  Yet im m e d iately 

a fter the service, she, like everyone else in the room , was carrying  on a norm a l 

conversation, actually d iscussing  her pla ns for the weekend !   

 My inform a l c atharsis theory se em s to g a in m ore cre d e nc e.  These stud ents 

around  m e have said  repe ate d ly how Jesus c an wash away a ll of their prob le ms, 

litera lly “cle a nsing  their souls,” in the word s of one song .  W ith this jub ilation, the a ct is 

                                                
7 This was one, subtle exam ple of how m any Christian stud ents seem  to b e lieve in an external locus of 
control for their lives—that is, they fe el that God , rather than them selves, is responsib le for m uch that 
happens to them .  I will revisit this topic b e low. 
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playe d  out in m uch m ore tang ib le term s, to an alarm ing e ffe ct.  My thoug hts g o b a ck to 

the girl experiencing  the “org asm ” in her se at, and  I wond er if her represse d  sexua l 

tension m ig ht have b e e n rele ase d  in a sud d e n outb urst as I watche d .  Does she repe at 

this fe at every week? 

 Som e tim e later in the se m ester, I was surprise d  to d iscover that Hope 242 is only 

one of two charism atic stud ent g roups on c am pus, ea ch of which m e ets every Frid a y 

nig ht.  W ith som e interest I attend e d  H ope Stud e nt Life and  was ple asa ntly surprise d  to 

find  a  group that se em e d  less prone to such spiritual m ood  swing s.  In a n od d  

repetition of the previous visit, this g roup’s youth pastor— another fellow na m e d  Je ff—

was the first to g re et m e, just as they b e g a n their own sing ing  m a rathon.  This tim e the 

sche d ule was com pacte d : song s for around  40 m inutes, announcem e nts, a leng thy 

Bib le-b a se d  serm on, a nd  then a tim e of prayer that d id  not com e close to the fervency 

that the last g roup exhib ite d .   

 To b e sure, all the ing re d ients were present for another jub ilation: the the m es of 

prayer stresse d  the “personal experienc e” of Christ, and  there was quite a bit of d a ncing  

and  ha nd  waving  d uring  the  m ore exciting  song s.  Je ff and  his a d ult associates took the 

opportunity to pray for som e stud ents, using  the sa m e  intim ate g esture of pla cing  

ha nd s on the recipient’s torso and  b a ck a nd  invoking  the Holy Spirit.  But as a whole, 

HSL was a g ood  b it ta m er.  It was a n expression of charism atic Christia nity that was 

m uch m ore palata b le to an avera g e off-the-stre et visitor such as m yself.  
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 And , as I ind ic ate d  previously, Hope 242 turne d  out on repe ate d  visits to b e a 

g roup also ac custom e d  to m ore “norm a l” levels of energ y.  The jub ilation that I 

witnesse d  in such excess was a rare occurrence, and  it is perhaps unfortunate that this 

tainte d  m y opinion of the group from  the b e g inning . 

 On the other ha nd , what I witnesse d  that first nig ht was a perfe ct exa m ple of 

how the “persona l experienc e of Christ” can b e  taken to a bsurd , even d isturb ing  

extre m es.  It is true that, outsid e the Bib le, there is no esta b lishe d  cod e of b e havior for 

how a Christia n m ig ht choose to worship.  N onetheless, I could  not help b ut wond er if 

the outb ursts I witnesse d  on that nig ht (a nd  others, to a lesser d e g re e ) m ig ht hint at 

latent psycholog ic al issues within the worshippers that they solve throug h spiritua l 

rather tha n cog nitive m e a ns.  To pursue such a hypothesis would  b e far b eyond  the 

scope of this thesis, b ut it is a topic that b e g s stud y, particularly g iven the often fra g ile 

e m otional states of colle g e stud ents who join g roups like Hope.   

 I d o not m e an to ind ict Hope 242, Hope Stud e nt Life, or any other charism atic 

org a nization in its own rig ht— even on m y first (and  m ost energ etic) visit, the m a jority 

of stud ents were not exhib iting  the extre m e b e havior that I have d escrib e d , b ut sim ply 

experiencing  God  in a physically (a nd  voc ally) expressive way.  All in all, these groups 

offer the sa m e  innate b e ne fits to their participants that m ost any other relig ious g roup 

d oes.  But they m ig ht ina d vertently le a d  m e m b e rs to use charism atic worship 
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experienc es as catharses b y which they can artificially “purg e” the mselves of their 

prob le ms, rather tha n working  the m out in a he a lthier, m ore natura l way.8  

 The a b ility to “cle anse” oneself is not the prim a ry attraction to a charism atic 

g roup— colle g e stud ents are g e nerally not so g uilt-rid d e n.  Mem b ers of charism atic 

church g roups, b oth within a nd  without the university, consistently d escrib e the appe al 

of the worship as “som ething  new” which a fford s a “d e eper spiritua lity” tha n liturg ic al 

worship could  provid e (Syna n 228).  A slim  m ajority of charism atic stud ents were new 

to this worship style upon entering  colle g e.  One  m e m b e r, spe aking  inform ally at a 

Frid ay nig ht g athering , said  “these people were just so g e nuine, you know, they cam e 

up to you a nd  said  hi, a nd  they were just…so into their worship.”  Such expressiveness 

could  e asily b e a turn-off, of course, b ut at le ast one  m e m b e r reporte d  that her opinion 

g ra d ua lly cha ng e d  a fter exposure to the group for long e noug h.  Eliza b eth, now a group 

le a d er, was raise d  in a tra d itionally conservative Baptist church 
When I first came to Hope, I didn’t actually like it; I was very turned off by it.  I thought 
it was very… fake… you know, like all the hand raising?  I was like, people are 
just… doing it for show.  I didn’t personally like it.  … But I started to get to know people 
that went there; they were just normal people, and I fell in love with them.  And when I 
fell in love with them, I fell in love with the church; and God has just changed my heart, 
and helped me realize that it really is sincere.  
 

 As is usually the c ase, g etting  to know people in a foreig n g roup im prove d  the 

visitor’s im pression of the group.  And  it is a powerful testim ony to the potential of 

these groups that they g arner such passionate  m e m b e rs (riva le d  only b y Christia ns on 
                                                
8 I suspect that som e re a d ers m ig ht ob ject that “purg ing  is enoug h,” in d eferenc e to God ’s a b ility to 
transform  lives; b ut this sm acks of superstitious b e lie f in “faith he aling,” and  other ind ic ations that 
hum ans are not capa b le of solving  their own prob lem s.  Yet a g a in, I will touch on this topic b e low. 
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Ca mpus).  At the expense of repetition, I should  e mphasize how im pressive I found  it 

that ne arly 150 people would  g ive up virtua lly every Frid ay nig ht of their b usy colle g e  

weekend s to praise God  with their like-m ind e d  friend s.   

 The groups d id  c arry the d etrim ent of inform ality, thoug h in a sub tly d ifferent 

way tha n we  mig ht ob serve am ong  conte mporary m a instre am  g roups.  Se cularize d  

entertainm ent d e fine d  the welcom ing  sections of Ca mpus Cru m e eting s; within Hope, 

however, the inform ality m e a nt that stud ents m ig ht b e chatting  c asua lly d uring a song , 

a prayer session, or a ny other part of the service.  Unfocused was the first d escriptive 

term  that I thoug ht of, b ut this is not quite a c curate: once stud ents g et “into their 

elem e nt” they are extre m e ly worshipful.  The re m arka b le phenom enon is not 

nec essarily the c asua l b e havior they exhib it, b ut how effortlessly they appe ar a b le to 

switch from  worship m od e to social m od e.  (Ple ase consult the “Dim ensions of Colle g e 

Christia nity” section for m ore on this topic.)  Despite this, the stud ents at Hope 242 or 

HSL are ke enly spiritua l ind ivid uals whose prim a ry focus is their relationship with 

Christ.  Their worship d e fies d escription— even the leng thy e ffort I have  m a d e — b ut so 

d oes their com m itm ent to God . 

 In sum m ary, charism atic g roups present a unique and  fulfilling  option to colle g e 

stud ents that is nowhere ne ar the va g aries of “chaotic ecum enism ” that som e Christia n 

conservatives have a c cuse d  it of (Ma cArthur 358).  But (thoug h I a m  prob a b ly 

und erqualifie d  to m ake a g e nera lization) it se em s to present g ross opportunities for 
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worship m ethod s that are inform al to the point of d ilution, a nd  excite d  to the point of 

hysterics.  Care ful m od eration is ne e d e d , a nd  should  b e continually encoura g e d  b y the 

a d ult le a d ers of these groups. 
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Stig m atize d  Groups 
Christians on Ca mpus (The Local Church) 

 

Christia ns on Ca mpus is perhaps the  m ost m ysterious g roup in UT’s Christia n 

com m unity, which unfortunately a d d s to the stig m a  that it carries a m ong  other g roups.  

A stud ent’s typical re a ction, when I liste d  Christia ns on Ca m pus a m ong  the 

org a nizations I was visiting , was awkward  laug hter—“W e ll, d on’t g et sucke d  in!” said  

one girl. 

The Christia n Council, a n inform a l g overning  b od y a m ong  U T g roups, has 

re fuse d  to officially recog nize the m.  Their fold ing  c ard  ta b le was conspicuously a bsent 

at the Christia n Stud e nt Expo on the M ain Mall in e arly Septem b er, a nd  one stud ent 

le a d er inform e d  m e that they were literally “unwelcom e.”  Quite a chilly rec eption!  

N e e d less to say, I ha d  a  few presuppositions upon m e eting  with Raym ond  Young , one 

of the group’s nonstud ent m e m b e rs, e arly in the ye ar. 

Raym ond , a Chinese  m a n from  Australia, b e c a m e  my prim a ry contact with the 

g roup.  He d id , at first, se em  shifty when d escrib ing  Christia ns on Ca mpus, b e havior to 

which I was hig hly attentive a fter he aring  the “culty” la b e l9 from  so m any Christia n 

stud ents.  Just asking  for a sim ple d escription of the group yield e d  a  va g ue answer: 

“W ell, we are b asic ally Christia ns, who work on cam pus,” he explaine d .  It was a lso 

                                                
9 Cultist, I le arned , is the proper word .  Thank you, Sam uel W eb ster. 
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strang e  that none of the thre e m en with whom  I initially m et were stud ents, thoug h 

they repe ate d ly told  m e that CoC is “m ostly a stud ent org a nization.”  I re m a ine d  

unsure what a ny of these a d ults d id  for their livelihood .  Raym ond  told  m e that he ha d  

b e e n “c alle d  b y the Lord ” while in Australia to com e serve Christ in Austin, which 

struck m e as quite od d , since I d id  not yet perceive CoC as part of a larg er org a nization.   

This initial m ystery was com pound e d  a nd  a m plifie d  b y m y first visit to a CoC 

m e eting , at the south Austin hom e of Tom  and  Lind a Die b a ll.  The Die b a lls are a happy 

couple in their fifties who have b e e n hosting  church m e eting s in their living  room  for 

over a d e c a d e.  I visite d  in e arly Octob er, accom panie d  b y Joseph, one of Raym ond ’s 

associates. 

 

 As we walk in the d oor, we are g re ete d  b y Lind a, a kind  white-haire d  wom an in 

a long  d ress who g re ets us with a hug .  “W elcom e, Kevin!”  “Tha nk you,” I respond .  

“Lord  Jesus!” she says, se em ing ly out of nowhere.10  A b it off g uard , I a g a in say “Tha nk 

you!” a nd  step into the b a c k of the house. 

 In the living  room , which is cra m m e d  with chairs, thre e m en are alre a d y 

strum m ing  g uitars a nd  sing ing  loud ly out of sm all b lue hym na ls.  Joseph a nd  I take our 

se ats next to the m, g ra b  hym na ls for ourselves, and  join in the quite leng thy song : 

                                                
10 Som ething  that I have notice d  b e fore, with som e am usem ent, is the fam iliar way that conservative 
Christians tend  to throw around  the nam e “Jesus”— a Mennonite friend  of m ine onc e, on rappelling off a 
cliff, yelle d  out “Jesus Christ!” as he fell.  He was b e ing  quite unb lasphem ous. 
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 O Lord , Thou art in m e as life 
 And  everything to m e! 
 Sub jective and  availa b le, 
 Thus I experienc e The e. 

 
By the tim e the song  is over, four m ore people have arrive d  a nd  taken up se ats of their 

own.  And  then, as soon as the g uitars stop playing : 

 “Ay-m e ennnnn…” recites every person in the room  b ut m yself.  “Ay-m ennnn, 

Lord  Je e esus…” N ot quite in unison, b ut with the tra nce-like quality of a cha nt, the 

participa nts around  m e enter a n astonishing  sort of spiritua l state.  “Lord  Jesus, we love 

you…” says one  m a n, and  the room  respond s “Am en… ”  “Lord , Thou art in m e as life,” 

says a nother—“Ay-m ennnn…”—“a nd  everything  to m e!”  “Ay-m ennn!”  They are 

quoting  the song  we just finishe d  sing ing .  “Sub je ctive and  a vaila b le,” b e g ins still 

another m e m b e r, a nd  a lm ost on cue, the room  joins in unison: “Thus I experienc e 

The e!”  All of a sud d e n, I fe el I have d iscovere d  the root of CoC’s reputation a m ong  

stud ents.  Rud e ly, perhaps, I b e g in scrib b ling excite d ly in m y note b ook. 

Be fore long , a crowd  of around  20 (m ostly m en) has settle d  into the room , and  

the worship b e c om es that m uch m ore energ etic (or perhaps forceful would  b e a b etter 

word ).  Most of the song s com e out of the che aply b ound , sm a ll-print hym na ls, which I 

suspect have b e e n pub lishe d  specific ally for this church.  Two or thre e m en play g uitar 

as everyone sing s, usua lly at the top of his or her lung s. 

  And  what song s!  Mostly folk-m usic fare, the tunes are very sim plistic, with 

virtua lly no atte mpte d  harm ony.  Lyrics are equa lly sim ple: 
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 If you wish to find  the Lord , d o not seek him  in the world , 
 For the world  is not the pla c e in which he d wells, 
 In which he d wells, in which he d wells, in which he d wells. 
 
 It is the le ast orna m e nte d  m usic I have encountere d  in m y rese arch, thoug h it 

d oes se em  to take on a life of its own sim ply b y the passion of those sing ing  it.  W e 

repe at lines, choruses, a nd  entire song s, often up to thre e tim es in a row, and  never half-

he arte d ly.  Mem b ers request song s b y num b er, which is im pressive in itself since the 

hym na l contains over 1300 titles. 

 And  a fter the sing ing  of e a ch song , the true worship b e g ins: this od d , m a ntra-like 

repetition of the song  lyrics (c alle d  “pray-re a d ing ”), as every m e m b e r d esc end s into a 

sort of spiritua l trance.  The chie f m a ntra is the phrase “O Lord  Jesus,” which the 

b rothers repe at inc essa ntly.  A sing le  m e m b e r will volunte er a b it of lyrics a loud , 

followe d  b y a resound ing  “Ay-m e ennnnn!… ” from  the entire group.  As a n exa m ple, 

b e low is a hym n that we sang , followe d  b y a roug h (a nd  a b b reviate d ) transcription of 

the sub sequent m e d itation: 

W ho c an wash away m y sin? 
N othing  b ut the b lood  of Jesus; 
W ho c an m ake m e whole a g a in? 
N othing  b ut the b lood  of Jesus. 
 
Oh! Precious is the flow 
That m akes m e white as snow; 
N o other fount I know, 
N othing  b ut the b lood  of Jesus. 
 
“Oh Lord  Jesus…Lord  Jesus…precious is the flow…[Ay-m ennn!]…that m akes m e white 
as snow!…Lord  Jesus, only you c an m ake us whole a g ain… [Ay-m ennn!]… only you c an 
wash away m y sin…[Ay-m ennn!]…Lord  Jesus, nothing  b ut your b lood … [Ay-
m ennn!]…c an m ake m e white as snow!  Ay-m ennn, Lord  Jesus!…Oh Lord  Jesus!” 
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(The lyrics in b old  were spontaneously recite d , in unison, b y the entire group.) 

 Each song e nd s in this way, a nd  will often b e sung  yet a nother tim e to still m ore 

m e d itative pray-re a d ing .  The tra nce-like state that the m e m b e rs re a ch while  m e d itating  

is, a g a in, quite unexpecte d  for a first-tim e visitor, especially g iven m y initia l 

im pressions of the song s the mselves— for b a sic m usical quality, they were am ong  the 

le ast passion-ind ucing  tunes I ha d  encountere d . 

 W hich is not to d ispara g e the group; if anything , they should  b e a d m ire d  for 

sing ing  such b asic hym ns a nd  extracting  the fund a m e ntal spiritua l m e a ning  out of 

the m.  “Christia nity is a sim ple thing ,” one of the brothers once told  m e.  Their worship 

style exhib ite d  this to quite an extre m e.  It focuse d  on a purely e m otional a nd  spiritua l 

connection to God .  As another song  put it: “I d on’t care now how I fe el/I just know that 

this is re al/And  I know I’ve g ot Jesus in m y he art.” 

 I g ra d ually b e c a m e a c custom e d  to this peculiar g roup and  its worship style, and  

m y pretensions that I ha d  stum b le d  m y way into an a ctua l “cult” quickly va nishe d .  N o 

one atte mpte d  to b rainwash m e, a nd  apart from  their fascinating  m e a ns of praising  

God , the m e m b e rs were quite norm a lly b e having  people.  The Die b a lls would  serve 

enorm ous a m ounts of food  a fter e a ch service, and  I would  chat with the “b rothers” (as 

they calle d  them selves) a b out everything  from  g rocery shopping  to footb a ll. 

However they d id  re m a in quite secretive a b out them selves.  Throug hout further 

visits and  interviews, I continue d  m y atte mpts to fig ure out how, for exa mple, 
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Raym ond  a nd  other a d ult le a d ers m a na g e d  to live in Austin, “spre a d  the Gospel” as a 

full-tim e job, and  support the mselves fina ncially.  O bviously, a sing le stud ent g roup 

could  not sustain such org a nization, b ut whenever I venture d  to ask a b out the larg e r 

structure, Raym ond  a nd  other m e m b e rs were relucta nt to yield  inform ation, usua lly 

insisting  som ething  like: 

W e’re not part of a larg er church.  W e are the church, b e c ause we are all Christian.  Every 
city has its own church, and  we all support ea ch other.  But we’re not a d enom ination.  
…Christians are Christians. 
 
W hen I aske d  Raym ond  to ela b orate on what it m e ant to b e a Christia n, he 

prod uce d  one of the m a ny sm a ll tracts that they ha nd  out around  c am pus, this one 

b e aring a “State m e nt of Faith.”  “This is what we b e lieve,” he explaine d  patiently, “a nd  

anyone who b e lieves these thing s is a Christian.”  They were typic al assertions: the 

Triune God , d ivine inspiration of the Scriptures, a nd  inc arnation of Christ, a m ong  

others.  I d id  not venture to point out that m any self-d escrib e d  Christia ns would  not 

sub scrib e to all these criteria, b ut with this ob jection asid e, Raym ond  was b e ing  very 

g e nerous in d escrib ing  Christia nity.  The “cult” la b e l se em e d  further unfound e d , 

thoug h the enig m a  re m a ine d . 

It was not until e arly Dec em b er—thre e m onths a fter first m e eting  with 

Raym ond —that I g a ine d  valua b le context to und erstand ing  this g roup b etter.  Shortly 

b e fore returning  to Australia with his two young  d a ug hters (“I’m  kind  of surprise d , b ut 
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I re ally fe el the Lord  c alling  m e  b a ck”), he sat m e d own to fina lly g ive m e the full story 

a b out CoC’s orig ins and  interna l structure. 

 “The church,” as it turne d  out, re ferre d  to the so-calle d  Loc al Church of W itness 

Le e, a relatively sm all sect of Christia nity that sproute d  b etween 1920 and  1952 throug h 

the eva ng e lic al e fforts of a China m a n na m e d  W a tchm a n N e e.  (W itness Lee was his 

successor as he a d  of the org a nization.)  Church m e m b e rs all contrib ute g e nerously to 

their own org a nization, which a llows m issionaries such as Raym ond  (a nd  m a ny others 

whom  I m et) to live in other cities and  spre a d  the Gospel full-tim e.  Also, their se cre cy 

with m e was as it turne d  out a b it justifie d .  The church g a ine d  a  g re at d e a l of infa m y in 

1977 when a self-d escrib e d  Christia n watchd og  g roup, the Spiritual Counterfeits Project 

(SCP), pub lishe d  two works that ac cuse d  it (prob a b ly for the first tim e ) of b e ing  a  

b rainwashing  cult. 

 The d etails of the c ase are worth reviewing .  In two b ooks pub lishe d  

sim ulta neously— The God-M en and  The Mind b end ers— m e m b e rs of the SCP (num b ering  

less tha n a d ozen) m a d e sweeping a ccusations that the Loc al Church was a Christia n 

heresy responsib le for “sucking  m e m b e rs in” to a perverse lifestyle.  After som e 

atte mpts at arb itration, the Loc al Church fina lly sue d  the SCP for lib e l in 1980, 

sub poena ing  six relig ious scholars to visit the church a nd  testify a b out their practices.  

The Superior Court of California rule d  overwhelm ing ly in the church’s favor in 1985, 
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thoug h the b a nkrupt SCP d e clare d  itself una b le to pay the d a m a g e s.  The pub lisher 

soon withd rew the b ooks from  pub lic ation with a pub lic apolog y to the Loc al Church. 

 The fa ct that e a ch SCP article, d rawn from  the sa m e  m a nuscript, is rife with 

g e neralizations a nd  propa g a nd istic stories prove d  to b e a lm ost b esid e the point, as d id  

the Church’s victory in court.  The a c cusations ha d  b e e n m a d e, and  tha nks to a late 70’s 

Am eric an culture m a d e  para noid  following  the Jim  Jones tra g e d y, the Church sud d e nly 

found  itself very unwelcom e.   

N ot surprising ly, Raym ond  b e g a n questioning  m e quite e arly a b out his g roup’s 

strang e  reputation, with a n innoc ent curiosity.  “It b ewild ers m e,” he said , 

“b e c ause…why c an’t they c an’t just let [fellow] Christia ns b e Christia ns?”  He showed  

m e the twelfth chapter of M atthew, a m ong  other passa g es, wherein Jesus re b ukes the 

Pharise es for their jud g m e nt and  d erision—“I m e an, the Pharise es were church 

officials,” Raym ond  points out.  It is som ewhat touching  to re alize that this g roup has a 

g re at d e al of confid enc e tha nks to their perse cution.  It m akes the m fe el as thoug h they 

are b eing  proper Christia ns.  And  it is neither the first nor the last tim e that I will 

encounter such an attitud e. 

 In actua lity, I found  the Loc al Church (i.e., Christia ns on Ca mpus) to b e a hig hly 

spiritual g roup, sim ilar to the charism atic g roups I visite d  in som e respects.  The 

sug g estions that they were a brainwashing  cult ha d  virtually no m erit, for two cle ar 

re asons: first, their org a nization is specific ally d esig ne d  to avoid  authoritative control, 
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and  everyone (m yself includ e d ) was enthusiastically encoura g e d  to contrib ute to the 

worship.  Church m e m b e rs are expecte d  to contrib ute  m onetarily as well, b ut no m ore 

than they are a b le. 

Second , thoug h they were c ertainly “in the Spirit” while pray-re a d ing , the 

b rothers’ state of m ind  was never litera lly a ltere d , as far as I could  ob serve.  My e arlier 

com parison of “O Lord  Jesus” to a m a ntra was m erely superficial; the latter m ig ht b e 

intend e d  to raise a Hind u worshipper to a hig her “state of b e ing ,” b ut the form er is not.  

As one of the expert witnesses testifie d  in the SCP tria l, pray-re a d ing  is m ore closely 

relate d  to Catholic m onastic practices, wherein a re a d er m e d itates on the m e a ning  of 

Scripture by repe ating  it to him self d ozens of tim es over (Experts 109).  At any rate, the 

b rothers d id  not le ave their norm a l state of m ind  d uring  a ny part of this process, a nd  

“m ind b e nd ing ” was never shown to b e one of their priorities. 

I should  not und ere mphasize the d isconcerting e ffe ct that CoC worship c an have 

on alm ost any young  stud ent who is fa m iliar with m ore conventional worship styles—

its esoteric nature com es without warning .  And  as I d iscovere d , this style is key to 

und erstand ing  the group as a whole— in fa ct, it hints at a  m ore via b le re ason for the 

g roup’s stig m a tization. 

The re ason the Loc al Church worship style is so im portant (a nd  so d istinctive ) is 

b e c ause they re g ard  it as the only true m e a ns of worship.  Pray-re a d ing  is their b est 

interpretation of how the N ew Testa m e nt instructs us to g lorify God .  Church m e m b e rs 
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vora ciously re ferenc e the letters of Paul, who g a ve  m a ny hints as to the structure a nd  

b e havior of Christia n cong re g ations in the second  c entury; the g roup tod ay is a 

sim ulation of that sort of com m unity.  And  a m ong  the interpretations that they ac c ept is 

Paul’s sug g e stion that e a ch city c an have only one church.  As they told  m e countless 

tim es, “There is only one church.  W hy d o these people foster all this d ivision?” 

 An unfortunate im plic ation of this id e a lism  is the fa ct that, for all their open talk 

and  d esire to re concile, the Loc al Church d oes in fa ct b e lieve that only those who are a 

part of their church—the one church, which worships in the correct, Pauline way— are 

to b e save d .  Raym ond  was quite sincere in telling  m e that all persons who b e lieve that 

Jesus d ie d  for their sins are ind e e d  Christia ns.  But “all these d e nom inations,” he told  

m e, “are g etting  in the way of what’s re al.”  A m e m b e r of a Baptist, Luthera n, or 

Catholic church is weig hing  d own his relationship with Christ with a loa d  of 

b ure aucra cy, false authority, and  (as he put it) “id olatry.”  His e arlier question, “W hy 

can’t they just let Christia ns b e Christians?” sud d e nly b e ars a larg e asterisk. 

The Loc al Church strips all this d istraction away, a nd  focuses on a purely 

spiritual connection to Jesus Christ.  One evening , a stud ent’s prayer was particularly 

evid e nt of this view: “Lord  Jesus, you are not a b out d octrine (Ay-m ennn)… you are not 

a b out relig ion (Ay-m ennn)… a ll we wa nt tonig ht is to fe el your spirit….” On a nother 

occ asion a  brother told  the group excite d ly a b out a T-shirt he ha d  se en a person 
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wearing : “Reje ct Relig ion – Em b ra c e Jesus.”  These m ig ht b e held  a s a d m ira b le views, 

b ut not at the expense of all other worship styles. 

The Loc al Church (a nd , b y extension, Christia ns on Ca mpus) is a prob le m atic 

sect in that they offer a visitor one of the fre est, le ast com plic ate d  relationships to God , 

b ut d o so at a hig h price of exclusivism , b ase d  on a sing ular interpretation of Scripture.  

The fa ct that pray-re a d ing — a structureless, esoteric m e ans of worship— is so “weird ” 

(to quote several non-m e m b e r stud ents) d oes not help their position; b ut they re m a in a 

m isund erstood  and  rather d e m onize d  g roup. 

Are there Christia n sects around  the UT c am pus that c an properly b e la b e le d  

“cults”?  Most certainly— b ut I d id  not encounter a ny, a nd  was not incline d  to pursue 

d oing  so, for fe ar of straying  from  m y rese arch’s focus.  True Christia n cults—the sort 

that strip stud ents of their friend s, m oney, and  spiritual c enter— d eserve a com plete 

stud y of their own.  CoC m e m b e rs d o tend  to reorient their socia l lives toward  fellow 

Church m e m b e rs, and  c an alienate or intim id ate other stud ents b y encoura g ing  the m to 

d o the sa m e .  But no b rainwashing  occurs, nor d oes coercion to enter a d estructive 

lifestyle.  And  so calling  Christia ns on Ca mpus a cult— even b y the d ictionary d e finition 

of the term , which is still consid ere d  to b e a d e m e a ning  la b e l (Experts 32-33, 90-91)— is 

ill-a d vise d . 
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Evang elism  
 

Thoug h Bib lic al inerra ncy (a long  with relate d  topics such as evolution a nd  

hom osexuality) is what d rew m e to this stud y, I found  that eva ng e lism  was a topic even 

m ore prob le m atic tha n these hot-b utton issues.  Its presence was ta ng ib le within m ost 

g roups: a le a d er at Hope 242 once praye d , “Lord  we b e lieve your prom ise to us, your 

prom ise to m ake this cam pus save d .”  And  re g ard less of whether a stud ent wishes to 

eva ng e lize, he  m ust d e a l with the m ulticulturalism  around  him .  Even a person raise d  

in a d iverse environm ent, as m any UT stud ents have b e e n, find s a new level of 

intera ction with d ifferent world views when he steps onto a colle g e c am pus.   

Alm ost every stud ent whom  I interviewed  recog nize d  the d ifficulty with this 

intera ction.  Their responses to m y prom pt, “Describ e your contact with non-Christia n 

a cquaintanc es,” ra ng e d  from  conflicte d  to noncom m ittal.  One stud ent insiste d , “I 

would  b e less tha n honest if I wasn’t straig ht with people a b out m y faith.”  But, he 

a cknowle d g e d , “You c an’t just e m b a rrass yourself and  expect to chang e  people’s 

m ind s.”  That is, there is a c ertain level of social d e corum  that even a n eva ng e lizing  

Christia n should  respect to avoid  a lienating  people.  Those who d o not respect this line 

c an quickly b e la b e le d  fa natics who are not intereste d  in respecting  other views in 

d e ferenc e to their own. 
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O f course the line is ill d e fine d .  Since Jesus instructe d  his followers to “g o forth 

and  m a ke d isciples of all nations” (M att. 28:19), m ost stud ents fe el the ne e d  to take 

steps toward  eva ng e lism , thoug h often hesitantly.  At Baptist Stud ent Ministries, a 

stud ent onc e aske d  the g roup le a d er, “How can I just g o up to som eone I d on’t even 

know and  b e g in sharing  m y faith?”   

BSM hoste d  a se m inar in late Fe bruary m e a nt to answer this question, which I 

will d iscuss b e low.  The short answer, however, is that this sort of “cold  c alling ” rarely 

happens a m ong  m a instre am  Christia n stud ents without som e sort of official support.  

InterVarsity, for instance, cond ucte d  a n evening  se m inar calle d  “The Core,” where non-

Christia ns could  visit the g roup in a n inform al “coffe e shop” type setting  a nd  ask 

questions.  And  with the b a c king  of their churches, Christian g roups m ake quite a 

visib le presenc e on South Pa d re Isla nd  d uring  Spring  Bre ak, a tim e and  pla c e 

com b ination that is perhaps the  m ost “sinful” in the state of Texas. 

Park Hills Baptist, a loc al Austin church, was one such g roup.  As I va c atione d  

with friend s on the isla nd  in m id -M arch, this project quite out of m ind , we were 

a ccoste d  on the stre et b y a g irl who aske d , “Are you g uys hung ry?” 

Perhaps it was m y extensive experience with eva ng e lic al Christia ns to that point, 

b ut instinctively I knew this strang er’s m otivation, even g oing  so far as to ask m yself 

whether she aske d  the question in a litera l or m etaphoric al sense.  I was the only one of 

m y g roup who stoppe d  to respond . 
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“Sure,” I playe d  along , “what d o you g uys have?” 

“W e’ve g ot panc akes rig ht over there,” she said , “it’s all fre e.” 

“Cool!  …But I’ve g otta run with m y friend s, sorry.” 

“It’s alrig ht,” she said  che erfully as I kept walking .  “Pe er pressure’s a n evil 

thing .” 

W hat a n od d  state m e nt!  To this m om ent I’m  unsure whether this g irl was b e ing  

sarc astic or not.  W e walke d  past the a ctual “operation” and  saw what the Christia n 

g roups were d oing : fe e d ing  revelers plates of panc akes out of a trailer, then loa d ing  

the m onto church va ns for a fre e trip b a ck to the m a inla nd .  The stud ents were surely 

m inistere d  to all the way hom e, thoug h I im a g ine the prim a ry ob je ctive was not 

conversion b ut physic al re m ova l from  an “im m oral” environm ent.  At any rate, the 

g irl’s state m e nt a b out m y friend s (assum ing  she m e a nt it seriously) struck m e as a ta d  

jud g m e ntal a nd  presum ptuous. 

This was, of course, a unique situation— no such operation exists (or ne e d s to) on 

the UT c am pus.  W ithout official support such as Park Hills Baptist provid e d , an 

avera g e Christia n stud ent would  take a m uch less a g g ressive stance toward  eva ng e lism .  

He m ig ht have non-Christia n a cquainta nc es, or even g ood  friend s— it is som ewhat 

d ifficult at a university so larg e to com pletely exclud e non-Christia ns from  one’s own 

social circle.  Colin, a com puter scienc e senior, g a ve a com m on response when he said , 
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“I’ve g ot to b a la nc e respect for their [non-Christia n] b e lie fs with the ne e d  to share m y 

b e lie fs.” 

Jen, a m a rketing  junior a nd  m e m b e r of InterVarsity, was actua lly “wary” of 

opening  up to non-Christia ns d ue to her past experienc e:  

My seventh-gra d e church cam p was [a ffiliate d  with] the Southern Baptist church, and  
their g oal was to g et a b unch of num b ers.  And  so if you hand e d  [som eone] a pam phlet, 
showe d  the little cross d ia gram , and  told  a little testim ony, you g ot them  into he aven.  
… That re ally kind  of offend e d  m e.  Sinc e then I’ve tried  to… le a d  b y exa m ple, and  I think 
that’s partly g ood .  But I usually only talk to people a b out God  when I’m  re ally 
com forta b le with the person. 
 
I was a b it surprise d  to le arn that som e stud ents d o m a na g e  to m aintain a n 

alm ost entirely Christia n socia l circle, b y d e d ic ating  their socia l lives to Christia n 

g roups.  “Most of m y intera ction with non-Christia ns,” said  Colin, “is insid e the 

classroom , so there’s not re ally m uch cha nc e to talk a b out relig ion.”  This is unfortunate 

in that a person m ig ht re m a in une d uc ate d  in other b e lie fs, as is true for m ost anyone 

with a hom og e nous set of friend s— Jen c alle d  it her “Christia n b ub b le.”  (In fa ct, a la ck 

of knowle d g e  a b out other relig ions is often what cripples eva ng e lism , as I will illustrate 

shortly.)  But, of course, m aintaining  such a sta b le social existence is also quite 

b e ne ficial to a person’s psyche.   

Som e, however, think that e m otional and  social b a la nc e is a sig n of spiritua l 

weakness—that is, unwilling ness to stick one’s ne ck on the line for Christia nity.  

Manuel, a prom inent young  le a d er at Christians on Ca mpus, d escrib e d  to the group a n 

encounter with a fellow church m e m b e r on a city b us: 
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She got on and saw me and was like, “Manuel!  Lord Jesus, how are you doing today?”  
And everybody starts looking around at this crazy lady [here the group began to laugh 
good-naturedly] – and I’m all embarrassed… I’m like “I’m fine, sister, having a good 
day,” and she says “PRAISE the LOOOOORD!”  And I’m… pulling the cord, just trying 
to get off the bus [more laughter] – finally we got to my stop, and I stepped off the 
bus… and the Lord rebuked me!  [Here the room affirmed the event, saying “Amen” 
aloud in a chorus.]  He said “You are ashamed of me!”  Well I’m here now to say, No, I 
am not ashamed! 

 
His im plic ation was that in the future, such extrava g a nt b e havior on a crowd e d  

city b us would  not b e e m b a rrassing  for him , sinc e a fter all it was a perfe ct opportunity 

to exhib it his faith to the strang e rs around  him .  Christia ns on Ca mpus is a group with a 

particularly strong eva ng e listic focus— once I witnesse d  a  m e m b e r ha nd  a printe d  tract 

to a postal worker im m e d iately a fter m a iling a packa g e .  And , of course, the socia l 

conventions in pla c e to d iscoura g e such fervent “sharing ” were esta b lishe d  b y a secular 

society that erroneously re g ard s everyone’s b e lie fs as their own b usiness. 

Be fore d irecting  m y attention on the chara cteristics of eva ng e lism , I would  like to 

point out one  m ore d ifficulty with eva ng e lizing : stud ents who ye arn for a c am pus (not 

to m ention a world ) full of Christia ns c an e asily b e a c cuse d  of d iscoura g ing  d iversity b y 

their attitud e.  This is not their prim ary m otivation— m ost UT stud ents are in fa ct quite 

proud  that they attend  a larg e institution with such wid e d iversity.  But d oesn’t the 

id e a l of a one-relig ion c am pus som ehow com prom ise the value of a d iverse stud ent 

population? 

Responses to this question were varie d , as we m ig ht pre d ict.  Eliza b eth was 

unapolog etic: “I d esire for the whole c am pus to b e save d — not that I a m a g a inst 

d iversity or d islike the cha nc e to talk with people of other relig ious b elie fs, b ut I b e lieve 
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Christ is the only way.”  But others were m ore re fle ctive on how relig ion a nd  culture 

c an intertwine.  Said  Jen, via e-m a il:  
Different cultures worship the same God in many different ways.  Native Americans can 
still dance the same dances honoring their history and culture, but they can augment 
their purpose to praise God (I've seen a group that find incredible joy in doing just that).  
 
She hopes that the b e auty inherent in e a ch culture c an b e a d a pte d  to fit the 

“perfe ct picture” of God ’s salvation throug h Christ.  This is som ewhat id e a listic, sinc e 

one of the hallm arks of m ulticultura lism  is that som e aspects of culture are sim ply 

incom patib le a cross g roups.  However it at le ast recog nizes the value of relig ion as the 

expression of a society’s id entity— not just its b e lie fs. 

The Baptist Stud ent Ministries le cture series was org a nize d  so that ord inary UT 

stud ents could  b e taug ht how to properly “spre a d  the Good  N ews” to their irrelig ious 

friend s a nd  neig hb ors.  A m id d le-a g e d  m a n na m e d  Dave Geisler, lecturing  to a group 

of seven or eig ht, presente d  four “Helpful principles in eva ng e lism  for a post-m od ern 

world ”: 
I. Take a new perspective on where to b e g in evang e lism —not just proving 

Christianity’s truth, b ut proving  the b roa d er existenc e of a m oral g ood . 
II. Show Jesus’ uniqueness: “He was the only m ajor relig ious le a d er that ever claim e d  

to b e God  and  then proved  it.” 
III. Balanc e b etwe en ob jective and  sub jective evid enc e. 
IV. Use com b inations of prayer, exam ple, and  evid enc e in your “form ula.” 
 

These principles will help to hig hlig ht a few fund a m e ntal issues re g ard ing  stud ent 

eva ng e lism  that m any or m ost young  Christia ns cope with. 

 First, the fa ct that Christia ns view their eva ng e lism  as a fig ht for m oral truth is 

critical to our und ersta nd ing  of the eva ng e lic al phenom enon.  Christia nity is not only a 
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superior m oral choice, b ut is the very b astion of m oral thoug ht in the fa c e of 

postm od ern relativism .  Dave Geisler sug g ests a com m on question for d iscussing  

Christia nity with a nonb e liever: “Do you b e lieve that all relig ions are correct?”  This is, 

of course, a cleverly laid  trap question— no one would  answer this question in the 

a ffirm ative without qualifying  the mselves.  Onc e a person a nswers no, the autom atic 

response b e com es: “W ell in that case, then som e relig ions m ust b e incorrect, rig ht?”  

[Yes]  “Could  m ore tha n one relig ion b e correct?”  [N o]  “Then one of the m  m ust b e the 

true one, rig ht?” 

 This is a sim plistic log ic al prog ression, m ost nota b ly in that it assum es that 

relig ions are sim ply either correct or incorrect, as thoug h life is a  m ultiple-choic e 

question rather tha n a n essay test.  It is ind ic ative of a larg e r, m ore d isturb ing  trend : the 

cond em nation of non-Christia n relig ions that m ost evang e lic al Christia ns know nothing  

a b out. 

 For exa mple, one nig ht at a Hope m e eting , a group le a d er m a d e a re ferenc e to 

“other, so-calle d  g od s” and  then went on to d e nounce the m  b rie fly: “W hen you think 

a b out other so-calle d  relig ions…they’re trying  to g a in m ercy.  Christians know that 

there’s no way we can g a in m ercy!  Som eone has to g ive it to us fre ely.” 

 Describ ing  Allah et al. as a  b unch of “so-calle d  g od s” struck m e as d istinctly Old  

Testa m e nt, and  se em e d  to b e lie a very im m a nent conception of God —surprising  for a 

profound ly spiritual g roup such as Hope.  Even m ore intrig uing , however, is the way 
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the m a n cond e nse d  the d octrine of hundreds of other relig ions into a five-word  

sum m ary (“They’re trying  to g a in m ercy”).  M any Christia ns would  d e fe nd  this, 

asserting  that fund a m e ntally all relig ions com e d own to the question of God ’s g ra c e—

which is, in itself, a d ub ious state m e nt, since the question of God ’s g ra c e is a d istinctly 

Christia n issue. 

 Such sim plicity c an, in fa ct, only work to the d etrim ent of the “Jesus m ove m e nt” 

(to b orrow a phrase from  church history) if its m e m b e rs m ake so little atte mpt to 

b e com e well-verse d  in d ifferent relig ions from  each religion’s unique ang le.  One of the 

b ig g est m istakes colonial m issionaries m a d e  was to presum e that Christia nity would  

perfe ctly fit the spiritual ne e d s of every culture.  Such a  m istake c an only b e  

perpetuate d  as long  as there are Christia ns who tre at their world view as a pair of rose-

colore d  g lasses, rather tha n a specific spiritua l and  m oral d e cision that they have  m a d e . 

 Furtherm ore, the m ind set of a non-Christia n pe er is as im portant to com prehend  

as the d octrine.  Dave Geisler, cond ucting  his sem inar, said  that “the avera g e non-

Christia n d oesn’t want anyone to rea ch him  [spiritua lly],” so com forta b le is he in his 

own world view.  This m a y b e true, b ut no m ore so than of the avera g e Christia n who 

m ig ht b e approa che d  b y a Bud d hist on the stre et.  Too often, non-Christians are 

stereotype d  as b e ing  irrelig ious, im m oral, a nd  (a favorite term ) “confuse d .”  This is 

unfortunate to he ar, especia lly from  a g roup that is itself consta ntly stereotype d  a nd  

stig m atize d . 
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 It is possib le to show com passion and  und erstand ing  for another relig ion 

without b e ing  well-verse d  in the entire thing ; Eliza b eth d isplaye d  a n excellent 

viewpoint when she told  m e, “W hat I’ve experienc e d  is people looking  for love… N o 

m atter what relig ion, everyone just wants som e b od y to love the m.”  This transcend s the 

d og m a  of the other relig ions, and  nota b ly, of Christia nity as well, to find  the com m on 

g round  b etween faiths.  Eliza b eth’s attitud e, which I found  e choe d  in m a ny other 

stud ents, is what Christia nity ne e d s to m inister to the unconverte d  without b e c om ing  

patronizing . 

 The second  of Dave’s principles re a d s that Jesus was the only “m ajor relig ious 

le a d er that ever claim e d  to b e God  and  then prove d  it.”  The prob le m  is that this 

d e claration is not likely to have m uch im pa ct on a non-Christia n.  First, Jesus was not 

actually a “m ajor relig ious le a d er” in his life, b ut rather the prophet of a tiny Jewish sect 

in the first century CE.   

And  m ore im portant, the sug g e stion that he prove d  him self to b e God  requires 

Bib lic al evid e nc e to b e confirm e d .  N on-Christia n stud ents are invaria b ly skeptic al of 

any assertion that includ es the phrase, “b e c ause the Bib le says so.”  Thoug h som e 

Christia ns I encountere d  were inspire d  to their faith b y Bib le-re a d ing , as a whole it is a 

b ook infinitely m ore use ful to g uid e an existing  faith than to jum p-start a new one. 

 W hat, then, is a sim ple way to d e m onstrate why Christia nity stand s alone am ong  

faiths?  Jen supplie d  a com m on rationale: “Jesus rose from  the d e a d .  The tom b s of other 
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relig ious found ers are not e mpty.”  O f course, Muha m m a d  (as a n exa m ple ) never 

claim e d  to b e superhum a n, and  so it should  not surprise us that he re m a ins b urie d — b ut 

if Jesus d id  rise from  the d e a d , he has som e sort of spe cial status und er God .  Then 

a g a in the Bib le re m a ins our b est source for this historical assertion. 

 A b etter ang le, perhaps, is to use “sub jective evid e nc e”—som ething  of a 

contra d iction in term s—in the atte mpt to convince skeptics.  This le a d s us to Geisler’s 

third  principle.  He told  the aud ienc e, quite correctly, “O ften a person’s prob le m  with 

Christia nity is not in their he a d , b ut in their he art.” 

Ask a person, If I could  answer all of your questions a b out Christianity to your 
satisfa ction…would  you b e  willing  to consid er b ecom ing a Christian?  If they answer no, 
then their prob lem  is prob a b ly not an a c a d em ic one and  you ne e d  to take a d ifferent 
ang le. 
 

Even Jen se em e d  to und erstand  this point in d escrib ing  her eva ng e lic al approa ch: “I 

d on’t know the rig ht fa cts to tell som eone… a ll I know is how I fe el.” 

This is a n extre m e ly im porta nt point to m ake, especially in a n a g e that claim s to 

thrive on rationa lity: relig ion is essentia lly a subjective experienc e that is supporte d  b y 

rationa l evid e nc e, which is b eyond  the m ind set of m any a g nostic or atheistic colle g e  

stud ents.  An a g nostic friend  onc e aske d  m e, “If you c an’t prove the existence of God , 

what’s the point in b elieving  in it?”  The point, of course, is that God  is b eyond  proof to 

a relig ious person.  Such a perspective is surprising ly und ere mphasize d  in relig ious 

d e b ates. 
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Fina lly, says Mr. Geisler, evid e nc e 11 m ust g o ha nd -in-ha nd  with prayer a nd  

exa m ple in eva ng e lic al e fforts.  Put another way, we cannot expect to m ake prog ress in 

witnessing  to the unsave d  sim ply b y pre a ching  at the m.  Having  faith in God ’s power 

to cha ng e  lives, and  living  the sort of life where by you m ig ht im press others with your 

forthrig htness, are two ing re d ients that can prove just as potent for a Christia n, and  

involve less e m b a rrassm ent.  W hether or not social conventions were esta b lishe d  b y a 

sinful culture, they still exist and  m ust b e reckone d  with, lest Christia nity return to its 

fring e-g roup orig ins.   

Capitol City Baptist Church, perhaps the  m ost ra d ic ally fund a m e ntalist church in 

Austin, som etim es send s a d ele g ation to visit the UT c am pus on weeknig hts.  W om en 

ha nd  out tracts title d  “WHERE WILL YOU SPEND ETERN ITY?” while m e n wave 

b a nners a nd  yell Bib le verses ne ar the top of their lung s.  It is a practice unlikely to win 

any Christia n converts, excepting  the person m otivate d  m ore by fe ar of hell tha n love of 

God .  But the church m e m b e rs d o not se em  to m ind  this; the im portant act for the m is 

sim ply talking at passers-b y. 

Most UT stud ents with whom  I spoke view their interfaith relationships in a 

m ore pra g m a tic way.  Exa m ple is, ind e e d , a powerful thing ; Christia n hypocrisy is 

d evastating  to the relig ion’s reputation, b ut Christia n uprig htness c an b e equa lly 

e m b old ening .  Even here there is a b a la nc e, sinc e another stig m a  e xists for arrog a nt, 
                                                
11 Mr. Geisler’s d e finition for evid enc e seem ed  to sug g est that it includ ed  b oth rational arg um ent and  
personal testim ony. 
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jud g m e ntal Christians—“Bib le-thum pers,” in com m on parla nc e.  But young  Christia ns 

usua lly strike the b a la nc e rather well. 

And  prayer— d irect appe al to God — is of course ne c essary b e c ause, to m ost 

Christia ns, a person will only open his he art to Christ und er the sa nction of God ’s will.  

W hich raises a new question: how d o Christian stud ents tackle the a g e-old  question of 

their own free will countere d  a g a inst God ’s om niscienc e?  I will a d d ress this issue b y 

looking at stud ents’ prayer practices, which are strong ly ind ic ative of their und erlying  

b e lie f syste ms. 
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Stud ent Prayer Practices 
 

 
In e arly sum m er 2000, I serve d  as a n a d ult volunte er at Glen Lake Method ist 

Ca mp, the retre at south of Fort W orth where I spent sum m ers throug hout m y 

child hood .  The nig ht b e fore the c am pers were d ue to arrive, we all g a there d  on the 

steps b y the la ke for prayer a nd  m e d itation, and  the d e a ns passe d  out strips of paper to 

all the a d ults.  Each of the m was printe d  with eig ht or nine na m e s— na m es of c am pers 

who were d ue to arrive the next m orning .  Jennifer, one of the d e a ns, aske d  us to pray 

over e a ch na m e  throug hout the week, whether or not we ever actually m et a ny of the m.  

She then le d  a short prayer to end  the evening : “Let us show these kid s Your love,” she 

praye d , then b a cktra cke d  a little: “And  let us und erstand  that we are not showing  them  

Your love; You are showing  the m Your love throug h us.”  She re assure d  us, “These kid s 

are g onna b e on fire for the Lord ,” a phrase so fa m iliar as to b e clichéd .  The service 

end e d  a nd  we went to b e d . 

Back in the c a b in, I turne d  the strip of paper over and  over in m y ha nd s, quite 

unsure what to d o with it, wond ering  if I was m issing  the point som ehow.  W hat d id  it 

m e an to pray over a na m e  on a piec e of paper?  How was I to pray for “Cind y 

W ilkinson” if I knew nothing  a b out who she was or what her ne e d s were?  I d id  g a in 

som e com fort in silently m e d itating  on e a ch na m e, re fle cting  on the person represente d  

there who would  a rrive the next m orning .  But I even felt som ewhat insinc ere in 
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wishing  sa fe travel for e a ch b oy a nd  g irl, thoug h it se em e d  like a nice, sa fe prayer.  I 

viewed  prayer as a form  of m e d itation, having  d e cid e d  long  a g o that m y d esire for 

som ething  concrete (like world  pe a c e or a new car) was prob a b ly insig nific ant next to 

God ’s will.  But, as I b e g a n to re alize then, the notion of praying  has a lm ost as m any 

m e aning s within Protestantism  as it d oes across relig ions. 

One of the ha llm arks of a typical Christia n g roup, either within or without the 

colle g e e nvironm ent, is its firm  b elie f in “the power of prayer.”  InterVarsity Christia n 

Fellowship starte d  a “virtua l prayer chain” on its listserv in m id -Septe m b e r, asking  

re cipients to reply to their e-m a il with “g e neral or specific” prayer requests.  The 

m essa g e c arrie d  a  b ub b ly excite m e nt from  its author, Sarah: “I c an’t wait to se e how 

God  answers our prayers!” 

Thre e d a ys letter a follow-up e-m a il b e aring  the sub ject line “Prayer W orks!” 

arrive d : “Just wante d  to let you know that you were praye d  for.”  I ha d  not sent any 

prayer requests, b ut apparently, I rec eive d  one of the “g e neral” nod s from  the group.  

My fe eling  a b out this was not cynic al, b ut rather curious: what kind  of attention d id  I 

re c eive from  the IVCF prayer g roup?  W as m y na m e  re a d  off a list?  Perhaps sim ply m y 

e-m ail a d d ress?  And  if so what d id  that sig nify?  I was revisiting  m y prob le m  from  

Glen Lake Ca mp, this tim e from  the rec eiving e nd . 

A third  m essa g e from  IVCF arrive d  thre e d ays a fter the second , sub ject line 

“W OW !”  The sa m e author, Sarah, ha d  this to share: 
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Anne S------ g ave m e perm ission to share this with everyone...I think you will b e a m aze d  
at it!   sarah 
 
Actually, the nig ht of the prayer m e eting a lot of stuff g ot resolve d  within m y fam ily.  
Your prayers truly d id  som ething .  Thank you. 
Love in Him , 
Anne 
 

 It d id  not strike m e as a n outra g e ous coincid e nc e that at le ast one prayer 

recipient saw results from  the group’s e fforts, b ut ob viously at le ast Sarah a nd  Anne 

found  it to b e som ething  supernatural.  This raises questions a b out what prayer m e a ns 

to any m od ern Christia n, let alone one in colle g e . 

 Most of the stud ents whom  I interviewed , no m atter what their g roup, viewed  

prayer as som ething  of a “com m union” or “conversation” with God .  But the ways they 

applie d  this com m on b e lie f were quite varie d .  I found  it use ful to inform ally d e fine two 

styles of prayer (which I will call m ed itative a nd  supplicant)12 which m ost Christia ns 

practice. 

 Christia ns on Ca mpus is a perfe ct exa m ple of a  group chara cterize d  b y 

m e d itative prayer, focusing  less on prayer content a nd  m ore on the spiritua l connection 

it provid es.  I never he ard  a CoC m e m b e r pray for a specific g oa l, thoug h they were still 

prone to appe al to God  in tim es of crisis.  One  m e m b e r, for instance, told  m e that he 

                                                
12 Gallup and  Polom a  m a d e  re ferenc e to verbal and  m ed itative prayer, of which the form er could  b e 
d ivid ed  a rb itrarily (thanksg iving, petition, intercession, and  a d oration were their sug g este d  
sub d ivisions).  By this system , I am  analyzing  “petition” and  “m ed itative” prayer, and  g rouping the other 
types into worship practices (Polom a 6). 
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m ig ht whisper the group’s “O Lord  Jesus” m antra over and  over to invoke God ’s 

presence when he was in ne e d  of g uid a nc e, or “even just when I’m  in a  b a d  m ood .” 

But no one se em e d  incline d  to pray for g ood  he a lth or other tang ib le g oa ls.  They 

were not oppose d  to such a practice, as far as I could  tell, b ut they b e lieve that a 

constant interfac e with God /Jesus is m uch m ore im porta nt tha n a ny d a y-to-d ay ne e d  

they m ig ht have.  This is actua lly one of the ways that CoC se em e d  sub tly sim ilar to the 

charism atic stud ent g roups; thoug h Hope  mig ht use prayer in a  m ore m a instre am  way, 

as I will d escrib e b e low, its practice is m e ant to stir a d e eper spiritua l connection within 

the participa nts that m a nifests itself quite visib ly.  Content, at b est, shares the spotlig ht 

with m e d itation when Hope g athers for prayer. 

 At the other end  of the spectrum , som e of the larg est, m ost m ainstre am  g roups 

often use d  prayer as a supplication to God  for very specific thing s to happen.  Severa l 

stud ents reporte d  that they ha d  praye d  to a ffe ct the outcom e of a test (and  one told  m e 

excite d ly a b out his succ ess with this tactic).  More often, they ha d  praye d  for others’ 

well-b e ing , such as a sa fe trip for a traveling  friend . 

 How specific d oes supplic ant prayer g et?  A flyer ha nd e d  out at an ECHO servic e 

in March prove d  an alm ost hum orous exa m ple when it aske d  attend e es to pray in the 

following  week for those joining  the Alternative Spring  Bre ak13: 

                                                
13 A we eklong  m ission trip, sponsored  b y num erous cam pus m inistries, that allowe d  d ozens of UT 
stud ents to travel to Monterrey, Mexico for Spring Bre ak and  b uild  hom es for ne e d y fam ilies.  Most m ajor 
universities now fe ature an alternative spring  b re ak such as this one. 
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Sat, 3/10: Pray for sa fety in air and  b us travels. 
Sun, 3/11: Pray for sensitivity to the com m unity. 
Mon, 3/12: Pray for b old ness in sharing  the Gospel. 
Tues, 3/13: Pray that God  would  m ultiply the stud ents’ Spanish spe aking  a b ility. 
W e d , 3/14: Pray that God  would  re a ch child ren throug h the child ren’s prog ra ms. 
Thurs, 3/15: Pray for physic al sa fety and  he alth for our stud ents. 
Fri, 3/16: Pray that the te a ms will ultim ately b e a b lessing  to the people of Mexico. 
 

Spanish spe aking  a b ility?  The writer of this sche d ule cle arly viewed  prayer as 

som ething  that can a ct quite concretely in the world , even m ore so tha n m ost of m y 

interviewees cla im e d  to b e lieve.  There is a fund a m e ntal conflict at issue over whether 

young  Christia ns b e lieve that they c an alter God ’s will throug h their prayers.  Many 

tim es, I he ard  two contra d ictory b its of testim ony: that God  has a pla n for our lives that 

is b eyond  our a b ility to und ersta nd , and  that prayer has the power to chang e  our lives.   

The stand ard  m e a ns of reconciling  this para d ox was expresse d  b y Eliza b eth, of 

Hope Stud e nt Life: “Most of the tim e I pray that I would  wa nt God ’s will, a nd  that he 

would  m a ke it cle ar when I a m  straying  from His d esires. …I b e lieve that God  uses us 

to carry out His d esires.”  This has som ething  of a Calvinist b e nt to it; Eliza b eth’s b est 

form  of prayer, perhaps, would  not b e asking  for thing s, b ut focusing  on God  and  

trying  to g a in a sense of what he wants to happen. 

Jen, an InterVarsity m e m b e r, supplie d  the im m e d iate ob jection herself: “But 

what happens when a sick friend  [whom  I ha d  praye d  for] isn’t he a le d ?  I have to trust 

that God  truly knows what’s b est, and  that he use d  the g ood  and  the hard  tim es to 

tea ch us a nd  love us.”  Disappointm ent, then, is not unusual; b ut we m ust rea ct to this 

with trust rather tha n a ng er. 
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Tiffa ny, of Covena nt, was optim istic.  “I always pray that God 's will b e  

d one … b ut I think our prayers d o a ffe ct God , that we can persua d e  him , so I pray for 

thing s I think he would  wa nt m e to pray for, and  thing s that are on m y he art 

persona lly.”  The contra d iction re m a ins, to an extent—we m ig ht ask, for insta nce, why 

God  would  want us to pray to him  a b out som ething .   

But on the other ha nd , even Jesus praye d  to God , b e g g ing  that he save him  from  

crucifixion.  And  thoug h his wish was not g rante d , God ’s larg e r will was e mploye d  in a 

m uch g ra nd er way (b y using  Jesus as a re d em ptive force for all hum a nity).  It is futile to 

ask God ’s m otivation b e hind  such m atters. 

And  how could  we possib ly persua d e  God ?  One of m y colle a g ues d escrib e d  this 

world view as “arrog a nt,” b ut on further re fle ction I suspect that it has to d o with the 

d ifferent m ental pictures of God  that we jug g le.  On one ha nd , perhaps b y d e finition, 

God  is om nipotent and  a lways follows His will; on the other, he is a loving  parent to us 

all, and  would  never d e ny us our ne e d s.  Jen quote d  M atthew 7 to m e: “Ask, and  it will 

b e  g iven you; … is there anyone am ong  you who, if your child  asks for b re a d , will g ive a 

stone?  Or if the child  asks for a fish, will g ive a snake?”  These two perceptions of God  

are d ifficult to reconcile, and  it se em s that m ost Christia ns form  an a m b ig uous b a la nc e 

b etween the two, or vacillate b etween the m. 
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Ways of Prayer 

 Another a ng le that d eserves m ention is the d ifferent ways that stud ents eng a g e  

in the physic al pra ctice of praying .  As a control g roup, I would  esta b lish Ca m pus 

Crusa d e for Christ—this is a som ewhat arb itrary selection, picke d  only b e c ause they 

m ost rese m b le the sort of prayer I g rew up with.  But I will sim ply use their fe atures as 

a b asis of com parison and  contrast with other g roups. 

 First, personal a nd  private prayer are und ere mphasize d  at Ca mpus Cru a nd  

other m ainstre am  worship g roups.  Thoug h there m a y b e tim e set asid e for quiet 

re fle ction, it usua lly lasts for less than one  minute— b a rely enoug h tim e for God  to g et a 

word  in— a nd  then m usic, or a stud ent-le d  prayer, will le a d  the tra nsition b a c k to 

norm a l worship.  This is not ob je ctiona b le, since (as I note d  a b ove ) stud ents find  

the mselves closest to God  while sing ing  a nd  worshipping  out loud .  Personal prayer 

can happen at any tim e, d a y or nig ht; prayer in g roups, and  other form s of praise, 

d e m a nd  the lim ite d  tim e of the group services. 

 And  so a stud ent at a  microphone d irects m ost prayer at Ca mpus Cru, while the 

room  waits silently with eyes close d  a nd  focuses on his or her word s.  To repe at an 

exa m ple from  e arlier: 

Father God , we just want to com e to you tonig ht in a worshipful m ood , and  just—rele ase 
everything  we’ve b e e n worried  a b out and  focus on you…Lord , com e fill this pla c e with 
your presenc e…H elp us to live only for you… 
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Certain b its of voc a b ulary (“Father God ”) and  phrases (“fill this plac e with your 

presenc e”) are sta nd a rd  prayer term s.  I have never he ard  a  stud ent re fer to God  as 

“Father God ” in everyd a y la ng ua g e, b ut it is virtually a cliché while praying .   

Another nota b le fe ature of m ainstre am  prayer la ng ua g e  is the word  “just”: 

a d olesc ent prayers e mploy it incessa ntly.  The re ason is rather uncle ar, thoug h Paul 

Bra m a d a t also m a d e note of it within his g roup.  He hypothesize d  that it “se em [e d ] to 

m uffle the stud ents’ d e m a nd s som ewhat…without ‘just,’ their prayers would  b e 

com paratively b old ” (Bra m a d a t 67-68).  This is a va lid  point, b ut I m ig ht a d d  another 

hypothesis: stud ents are usua lly not the b est at pub lic spe aking , a nd  frequently are 

sim ply at a loss for word s.  A stud ent stum b les throug h the stand ard  phrases to 

assem b le a prayer, custom izing  it to the particular situation, b ut not often saying  

anything  ra d ic ally new. 

I a m  not d etracting  from  this practice— stud ent-le d  prayer is a n inte gral part of 

colle g e worship— b ut m erely m aking  a  d istinction.  Repe ating  certain key phrases 

sig nifies m e d itative rather tha n supplic ant prayer: “Open us up, Lord , a nd  just…shine 

Your lig ht in us…” It serves at le ast as im portant a function as content-focuse d  prayer, 

and  perhaps m ore so, since it a fford s a n opportunity for stud ents to “tune in” to God  

and  b e re a d y for the m essa g e he wants to send  the m throug h the worship. 

Otherwise, as I m entione d , m e m b e rs of m ainstre am  g roups such as Ca mpus Cru 

are likely to ask God  for specific “favors.”  They will g la d ly d e fer that God ’s pla n 
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superse d es their own, b ut (in a peculiar para d ox) they b e lieve that His pla n m a y 

includ e he aring  their prayers and  a nswering  the m.   

Charism atic g roups e mphasize d  one b e havior in prayer that I was particularly 

im presse d  with: silenc e.  “Mom ents of silenc e” are fa m iliar to virtua lly every Am eric an, 

b ut usually for tim es of personal introspection.  Je ff of Hope Stud e nt Life re ferre d  to 

silenc e as “listening  to the Lord .”  It was touching  b e c ause it im plie d  a  persona l 

connection to God  that m any worship services la ck— as thoug h prayer is a true 

conversation, and  not a one-sid e d  laund ry list of issues in a person’s life.  O f course, 

m ore Christia ns tha n those in the charism a tic g roups e mploy prayer in this way—

Mother Teresa herself once said  that she b e g a n every prayer in silenc e so that God  

could  spe ak to her first.  But, perhaps in a n unconscious atte mpt to cater to stud ents’ 

ne e d  for stim uli, m ost worship g roups at UT d on’t take full a d va nta g e of this 

opportunity.  Silent prayer lasts for thirty second s inste a d  of ten m inutes. 

And  a final charism atic influenc e m erits d iscussion, if only b e c ause of its 

ub iquity d uring  the course of m y rese arch.  Many stud ents have a particular fond ness 

for raising  one or b oth ha nd s into the air while praying  a nd /or sing ing .  Typic ally the 

arm s are held  outward , in a sub m issive posture as thoug h the worshipper were to b e 

crucifie d .  Another frequently use d  position is to hold  b oth ha nd s tog ether and  forward , 

shape d  into a cup, as thoug h rec eiving  com m union or m aking  a n offering .  

W orshippers ac custom e d  to this m ethod  of physical expression will b e g in using  it in the 
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m id d le of a song  or prayer, spontaneously, usua lly with a passionate fa cia l expression 

that shows that their whole b eing  is g oing  into their worship.  “Praising ” is the b est 

term  I could  com e up with for this practice. 

“Lifting  up one’s ha nd s” to the Lord  is m entione d  at le ast six tim es in the b ook of 

Psalm s.  But what is the sig nific anc e of this a ction?  Thoug h I found  it strang e at first, I 

g ra d ua lly b e c a m e a c custom e d  to se eing  it at alm ost every g roup.  Hope, of course, 

exercises it alm ost constantly; others, such as InterVarsity, m ig ht fe ature thre e or four 

stud ents (out of 50-60) practicing  it.  Only Covena nt, the m ost conservative group that I 

visite d , and  Christia ns on Ca mpus faile d  com pletely to “praise.”   

Sim ply to look at, I thoug ht a m use d ly that stud ents were atte mpting  to “tune in” 

to God ’s spirit, a d justing  their postures as they m ig ht a d just a TV antenna for b etter 

re c eption.  I sug g e ste d  this g e ntly to a few charism atic worshippers, fe aring  I would  

offend  the m, b ut they were am use d  b y m y m etaphor: “That’s a b out rig ht,” said  one 

supportively.  In truth, the b est expla nation that a worshipper g a ve was that they were 

“experiencing  God  with our b od ies as well as our m ind s.”  A g roup’s charism atic 

tend e ncies m ig ht inform a lly b e  jud g e d  b y how m a ny of its m e m b e rs participate in 

“praising ” throug hout an avera g e service. 
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Dim ensions of Colle g e Christianity 
 

 
There is no way to b ring  this thesis tog ether with a sum m ary of the “com m on” or 

“typical” fe atures of Christia n colle g e stud ents, a ny m ore tha n we m ig ht d escrib e  

typical Am eric ans—the population is sim ply too d isparate to d raw conclusions from  

sim ply b y tra cing  d e m og raphic trend s.  I was well aware of this when I b e g a n m y 

rese arch, thoug h I initia lly pla nne d  to select one of the Christia n classific ations 

(fund a m e ntalism ) a nd  focus prim a rily on it.  As it turne d  out, a broa d er stud y prove d  

m ore eng a g ing  a nd  e d uc ationa l, b ut a lso m uch m ore d ifficult to ana lyze from  a  “b ig  

picture” perspe ctive.   

Inste a d , I will b rie fly sum m a rize som e of the d im ensions a long which Christia n 

stud ents typic ally fa ll.  That is, I will hig hlig ht the are as of their faith where they tend  to 

d isa g re e (thoug h d iverg e m ig ht b e a m ore appropriate word —these d im ensions d o not 

nec essarily sug g e st d ifferenc es in actua l b e lie f). 

Certain ele m e nts were, of course, the sa m e  for the overwhelm ing  m a jority of 

Christia n stud ents whom  I m et.  Thoug h from  d ifferent b a ckg round s, they all viewed  

Christia nity as a uniting  force for b e lievers.  They all b e lieve d  in God , and  b elieve d  that 

in som e sense— whether litera l or m etaphoric al— Jesus Christ was a unique m ora l 

le a d er who “d ie d  for our sins.”  W hat this fa m iliar phrase m e a ns to the stud ents will b e 

the first point that I analyze. 
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The Sig nificance of Jesus Christ 

 To b e a c a d e m ic ally correct, Jesus Christ should  b e re ferre d  to as Jesus of 

N azareth, since the title of “Christ” only hold s spiritua l m e a ning  for Christia ns; b ut no 

stud ent whom  I talke d  to consid ere d  this to b e a n issue.  The fa ct that he was the Christ 

is relatively self-evid e nt, thoug h what this title m e a ns is quite an open d oor, especially 

a m ong  Protestants14.  It will suffice to g e nera lize that the Christ was a historic ally re al 

hum a n who share d  a unique relationship with God  that held  ra m ific ations for all of 

hum a nity, even to this d a y. 

 W hen we ask what those ra m ific ations are, thoug h, the answers b e g in to splinter.  

Stud ents who were raise d  in a  m ore conservative, le g a list setting  a re likely to b e lieve 

that Jesus playe d  a  literal role in their personal spiritual life.  In other word s, his m ost 

im portant action c am e not in his life, b ut in his d e ath, where by he a ctua lly pla c e d  

him self in the ste a d  of hum a nity to fac e God ’s wrathful jud g m e nt a nd  spare all hum a ns 

from  hell for their orig ina l sin.  Le g a list literature is full of m essa g es to this e ffe ct, and  

althoug h this theolog ic al d octrine is not lim ite d  to conservative Christians, their 

worship and  eva ng e lism  tend  to point in this d irection. 

 More spiritua lly m ind e d  g roups, such as the charism atic Christia ns in Hope or 

the “b rothers” a nd  “sisters” in the Loc al Church, d o not d isa gree with the atone m e nt 
                                                
14 Stud ents trained  and  confirm ed  in Catholicism , or other rig orous relig ious sects such as Eastern 
Orthod oxy, g ive relatively hom og e nous responses to the question of just what Christ is and  d oes.  I d id  
not pursue this ang le to a larg e extent, in the interests of narrowing  m y thesis topic; I will d iscuss this 
d e cision b e low. 
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aspect of Christia nity.  But they are not as likely to e mphasize it in their personal 

experienc e.  Jesus cam e for a ll hum a nity, they assert, b ut he also m a d e a conne ction 

with e a ch ind ivid ual person, allowing  a  sing le  m a n or wom a n to fully “experienc e 

God ’s g ra c e”15 in a way that he arkens b a c k to the b e g inning s of Protestantism . 

 An interesting  sid e note to this d iscussion, which I re ferre d  to e arlier, is that a 

person’s vision of his relationship to God  c an inform a lly b e  g a ug e d  b y whether he 

re fers to “Jesus” m ore or less tha n “God ” in his typic al worship practices.  Thoug h 

b ase d  on a ne c d otal evid e nc e, this aspect b e lies a b it a b out the person’s thinking  b e hind  

his term inolog y: Jesus is a concrete, historic al chara cter in our m ind s, while God  is a n 

a b stract spiritua l construct.   

All the  m ore interesting  is the apparent contra d iction that we are presente d  

with—thoug h the charism atic and  m e d itative groups savor a d irect connection with the 

d ivine (henc e their re ferenc e to “Jesus”), they a lso think of him  in m ore a bstra ct and  

im persona l term s when it com es to his personal e ffe ct on the worshippers.  

Contrariwise, le g a list and  tra d itiona l g roups re fer to “God ,” m aking  for a n ind irect 

relationship, b ut their worship styles are  m ore likely to re fle ct a persona l a nd  im m a ne nt 

d eity. 

                                                
15 I m ark this particular phrase with quotes not only b e c ause it is a wid ely-used  d escription, b ut b e c ause 
the term  “grac e” is a frequently-used  synonym  for the presenc e of God  in one’s spirit, which is not quite 
a c curate to its d ictionary d e finition: “The love and  favor of God  toward s m an” (W e bster’s N ew W orld ). 



 68

It is risky a nd  prob a b ly futile to d raw conclusions from  this para d ox, consid ering  

the d iversity that exists a m ong  ind ivid ua l m e m b e rs of any of these groups.  W e are 

prob a b ly sim ply witnessing a sym ptom  of this assortm ent, and  it would  not b e 

prod uctive to nitpick the voc a b ulary that stud ents use in d escrib ing  their faith.  But if 

nothing e lse, this exa mple sta nd s as cle ar (if unscientific) evid e nc e that colle g e 

Christia nity cannot b e re d uc e d  to a com m on d e nom inator. 

 

The conflict b etween faith and  the classroom  

 The a c a d e m ic arena is one of the are as where I was surprise d  to find  m uch less 

controversy tha n I ha d  b e e n expecting , particularly since this thesis orig ina lly was 

m e ant to focus on the pressures of b e ing  a  Christia n at a se cular university.  But 

stud ents were surprising ly open to arg um ent from  their professors, and  fellow 

stud ents, even when they avid ly d isa g re e d  with their views.  This was for one—

som etim es b oth— of two re asons: they were g e nuinely m ore open to relig ious a nd  

scientific arg um ent than stud ents in hom og enous Christia n environm ents; or they d id  

not view classroom  attacks (such as d e fe nse of hom osexua lity) as a d irect assault on 

their b e lie f syste m.   

In either c ase, Christia n stud ents at UT in particular were m uch m ore prone to 

d e fle ct secular arg um ents tha n they were to confront the m.  At the eva ng e lic al talk 

g iven b y Dave Geisler (p. 47), I aske d  a pointe d  question a b out how a Christia n intent 
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on testifying  m ig ht counter cla im s of evolution (the  m ost convenient and  prevalent 

point of contention in the pub lic e d uc ational syste m ).  Mr. Geisler g a ve m e a few 

pointers a nd  popular arg um ents: “Ask the person, which is m ore re asona b le, m ind  

com ing  from  m ind , or m ind  com ing  from  m atter?  …[For exa mple] if you look at the 

com plexity of DNA, it’s ob viously from  an intellig e nt source.” 

These two b ite-size contentions are very sim ilar in that they appe al to the 

listener’s com m on sense— one of the favorite tools of Christia n fund a m e ntalism  tha nks 

to its roots in Baconia n re a lism  (Arm strong  140-141).  Com m on sense, however, c an b e  

quite a m isle a d ing  ind ic ator, especially when d iscussing  such sophisticate d  topics as 

zoolog y or m icrob iolog y.  Mr. Geisler d id  not se em  to think that a ny m ore expla nation 

or arg um ent was ne cessary on this topic.  W e  m ig ht ac cuse him  of anti-intellectua lism : 

som e of the graphics he use d  d uring  his slid e show liste d  b uzzword s such as 

“evolution” a nd  “Hig her Criticism ” as b arriers to spiritua l enlig htenm ent.  But, at le ast 

in the  m ind s of the stud ents whom  I m et, intellectualism  was a sid e issue, not d irectly 

releva nt to the spiritual com m union availa b le with God . 

Hom osexua lity is a trickier issue, since it is m uch m ore visib le tha n evolution on 

the UT c am pus (a fter all, there was not an “Darwinism  Prid e W e e k” d uring  m y 

rese arch).  But the stud ents’ rea ction to the topic was quite sim ilar: resort to com m on 

sense (“Hom osexua lity is ob viously not som ething  nature intend e d ,” one stud ent 

opine d ) a nd  take re fug e  in the cle ar-cut word s of the Bib le. 
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I d id  not, in m y interviews, pursue the typic al, incisive criticism s that are often 

d irecte d  at conservative views of hom osexuality.16  The re ason I was not m ore 

a g g ressive is thre e-fold : first, m y e ffort was never to arg ue with stud ents so m uch as 

und erstand  the m, a nd  I d id  not wish to b ecom e alienate d ; second , neither I nor m y 

sub jects were well-equippe d  to carry out a hig h-level arg um ent on this topic; third , and  

m ost im portantly, it was rather tang e ntial to the focus of this paper. 

At this point, it is quite im porta nt to stress that not all Christia n stud ents 

d isa g re e d  with evolution and /or hom osexual practices.  In fa ct only a slim  m ajority (if 

that) b e lieve d  the Bib le to b e inerra nt.  This m ay have b e e n a  m uch m ore d irect re ason 

for stud ents’ la ck of d isd ain for their classroom  le arning .  But without a n ob jective, 

scientific ana lysis of stud ents’ b e lie f patterns—which, I will prob a b ly repe at, is a  m uch-

ne e d e d  a d d ition to this field  of rese arch— we cannot b e sure where the b arom eter 

actually lies on such issues. 

                                                
16 Am ong them , perhaps the m ost popular is to point out the other m oral d irectives that are consistently 
ig nored : Paul, for instanc e, d em and e d  that wom en re frain from  cutting  their hair or we aring  m a keup. 
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The “Seriousness” of Worship 

 Earlier I d escrib e d  the peculiar inform ality inherent to charism atic g roup 

worship, which se em e d  d ifferent tha n the secular fa m iliarity that chara cterizes 

conte mporary g roups.  Christia ns on Ca m pus, too, frequently exhib ite d  this sort of 

b ehavior, which is only log ic al since their entire worship m od e rid s the participa nt’s 

m ind  a nd  spirit of d og m a tic form ality.  Perhaps it b e lies a larg er, com m on attitud e that 

the stud ents b e ar toward  worship.  Two hypotheses m ig ht b e sug g e ste d : either the 

m e m b e rs d o not take worship as seriously as they should , and  d e d ication to God  b attles 

for tim e with their “norm al” d a ily lives; or they find  that the experienc e of worshipping  

God  is inextrica b ly intertwine d  with the experienc es of talking  to friend s, stud ying  for 

class, and  d riving  to work—thus m aking  the tra nsition from  one state to another 

virtua lly se am less.   

 I would  like to think that this second  hypothesis is the correct one, and  g iven the 

passionate love of God  that so m any church m e m b e rs exhib ite d , I b e lieve that it is.  On 

the other ha nd , however, inform ality c an ind e e d  count as unfocuse d  worship if a 

stud ent d oes not com m it him self fully to it.  ECHO, the colle g e worship servic e at First 

Evang e lic al Fre e Church, often fell victim  to this lia b ility; the chitchat b etween stud ent 

worshippers d id  not appe ar so se am less, a nd  the opportunity for church to b e a social 

event se em e d  to we aken its prim a ry role as a relig ious exercise.  This was likely a 

consequenc e of its im m ense popularity: close to 500 stud ents pa ck the church g ym  at 
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every service, a nd  so persona l ac counta b ility is hard er to com e by.  But the le a d ers of 

ECHO m ig ht b e well suite d  to re focus its energ ies in a  m ore tra d itiona l d irection.  At the 

expense of re d uc e d  popularity, they c an re ap the b e ne fit of worship that is thoroug hly 

and  wholly God -focuse d . 

 Despite these criticism s, the services for m ost g roups nevertheless se em  to b e 

quite sta b le, spiritually centere d , and  d e finitely suite d  to the c asual tastes of colle g e 

stud ents re are d  on MTV.  Given the choic e b etween visitor alienation a nd  incre ase d  

tra d itiona lism , m ost g roups have erre d  on the sid e of openness, and  this is a n honora b le 

(if arg ua b le ) d e cision. 

 

God ’s role in stud ents’ lives 

 Much like the Jesus-God  d isparity, b ut with g re ater certainty, I was a b le to 

d ocum ent stud ents’ psycholog ic al locus of control17 as it relates to God .  Thoug h 

Calvinism a nd  other Christia n b e lie f syste ms have solve d  this question in prob le m atic 

ways, it surely re m a ins a function of a person’s own psycholog y whether he truly 

b e lieves that he or God  d rives his own actions, and  other events in life. 

 “God ’s plan” for thing s is re ferre d  to with incre d ib le frequency a m ong  Protestant 

g roups, thoug h the nature of the phrase (literal or sym b olic) is prob a b ly unknown eve n 

to the ind ivid ua l stud ents.  Som e, of course, take this phrase quite literally; Janna, m y 
                                                
17 The personality construct that d e fines whether a person b e lieves that he c auses thing s to happen, or 
that thing s happen to him  (in this c ase, d ue to God ’s action) (McCom b s). 
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friend  from H ope 242, “felt the Lord  le a d ing ” her to a new job .  This b e lies a n im m a nent 

God -view, since God  is ob viously acting  d irectly in the world  rather tha n re fle cting  

Him self in it.  But even so she a d m itte d , in re ferenc e to her job : “I d id n’t interview with 

a whole b unch of pla c es, of course that’s m y fault for b e ing  stupid … ” So free will d oes 

sig nific antly fa ctor in to her life. 

On the sa m e  topic, I experienc e d  a rather hum orous m om ent— as usual, 

unintentiona lly so—when I aske d  m y CoC contact, Raym ond , what b roug ht him  from  

Australia to Texas.  “W ell, the Lord  c alle d  m e.”   

“Err, that’s nice— how exa ctly d id  he d o that?”   

“I’d  b e en praying a lot a b out the d irection m y life was taking , and  I just re ally 

felt this was where He wante d  m e to b e.”   

“Okay, g re at, that’s g re at.  U m…was there any particular insta nce where you 

he ard  a b out Austin as a g ood  pla c e to g o?”  If he starts re ferring  to a voice in his he a d  

I’m  g oing  to worry. 

 “Som e of m y friend s ha d  b e e n telling  m e a b out the wond erful thing s that were 

happening  in Austin, a nd  I just felt the Lord  c alling  to m e.” 

 Aha.  His friend s.  That’s a g ood  enoug h a nswer.  I then turn to Joseph, who has 

said  he’s from  California. 

 “Joseph, what a b out you, how’d  you end  up here from  out west?” 

 “W ell, the Lord  c alle d  m e.”  I laug h.  Joseph d oes not. 
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 They m ig ht have g one even further a nd  claim e d  that the Lord  “b roug ht” them  to 

Austin—thoug h a sub tle gra m m a tic al shift, it would  reve al a n even m ore d ra m atic 

im m a nenc e, as thoug h their actions were those of puppets on a string .   

This “puppet world view” (m y own term ) is a rare one am ong  Christia ns, a nd  

especially colle g e stud ents, who are relatively e g oc entric and  like to think that they 

have som e m e asure of control over their lives.  So they strike a sub tle and  often 

contra d ictory b a la nc e, which is particularly convenient in that they c an cre d it events 

b eyond  their control to “God ’s will.”  This is not nec essarily the b est outlook to have, 

since som e unfortunate events call for outra g e rather tha n com pla c enc e— b ut young  

Christia ns are hig hly a d apta b le, and  their personal philosophy can a d apt as well. 
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Conclusions 
 

It is a valid  question to ask why, of all the possib le stud ent d e m og raphics to b e 

stud ie d , I chose Protestant Christianity.  The first re ason is straig htforward : I have 

re am s of personal experience with Protestantism , as the son of two ord aine d  M ethod ist 

m inisters.  I have travele d  d own m a ny of the spiritual paths d escrib e d  in this thesis, and  

it has certainly b e e n a n und ertaking  with som e selfish intent: to com e to term s with the 

enig m a tic, m any-he a d e d  phenom enon that is Christia nity in Am eric a. 

 A second  re ason is that I find  Protestantism , the historically d om ina nt faith in the 

Unite d  States, to b e a fascinating  c atalyst for the persona l a nd  spiritua l turm oil that 

every colle g e stud ent und erg oes.  It is particularly interesting b e c ause in this case, the 

c atalyst actua lly cha ng es as m uch as the re a ctant; Christia nity g rows, a d apts, and  

evolves as stud ents cope with their ra d ic al new environm ent.   

The worship styles (a nd  even the d og m a ) inherent to Protestantism  have shifte d  

upon entering  new environm ents for thousa nd s of ye ars.  W ithin a university, however, 

two circum sta nces are unique: first, these new b re e d s of Christia nity are constantly 

m ing ling  with e a ch other, prod ucing  new com b inations a m ong  a  young  a nd  fickle 

population.18  And  second , the university itself— usua lly a lib e ral a nd  irrelig ious 

environm ent—presents a n unusua l set of challeng es with which Christia nity m ust d e al.  
                                                
18 For exam ple, Morning  Star Church is a loc al Austin upstart that com b ines fe atures of the newer, m ore 
secularized  “m e g a churches” (as d escrib ed  b y Bruce Bawer) with a trad itional fund am entalist m essa g e. 
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Christia n stud ents are often ac cuse d  of b e ing  close d -m ind e d  a nd  jud g m e ntal, b ut they 

se em  to b e jud g e d  the mselves far m ore often.  And  m a ny who were raise d  in a 

Christia n “b ub b le” find  upon entering  colle g e that their stock Bib le verses a nd  

arg um ents no long er work.  (“Just Say N o” a lways prove d  m uch m ore e ffe ctive in the 

classroom  than on the playg round .)  The fa ct that few stud ents are sophisticate d  

enoug h to vig orously a nswer these challeng es m a kes for a n even m ore erratic g rowth 

pattern within the faith.  It is the prim a ry re ason that so m any Christia n stud ents ne e d  

to “re d iscover” their relig ion a fter crossing  into the colle g e world . 

On a personal note, however, I end e d  up b eing  re m arka b ly im presse d  b y the 

stud ents’ d e fense of Christianity—they ha d  a  willing ness to “stand  up for Christ” that 

was b orn of their g e nuine convictions, a nd  not sim ply stub b ornness.  One of the  m ost 

m e m ora b le  m om ents in m y interviews cam e when I aske d  Colin m y stand ard  question: 

“How d oes attend ing  a  larg e, secular university like UT cre ate d ifferent cha lleng es tha n, 

say, a sm all Bib le colle g e or a  m ore intensely relig ious environm ent?”  Most stud ent 

responses d iscusse d  the pressures of m aintaining  one’s spiritual c enter with so m any 

outsid e secular influenc es.  But Colin was surprising ly optim istic: 
A few of my friends go to Baylor [a conservative Baptist school in Waco]— and at Baylor 
you can get away with saying you’re a Christian and not really doing anything about it.  
Whereas here… I think that you can say it [that is, speak your faith], but I think you’re 
more likely to be pushed about it by non-Christians.  … I feel like I have a higher calling; 
like, I don’t think a lot of the questions that I’m dealing with now would have come up 
there.  … I’m incredibly thankful to be here. 
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Ind e e d , virtually none of the stud ents I interviewed  expresse d  d issatisfa ction 

with their pla c e at UT.  They m ig ht have b e e n a b it envious of their b rothers a nd  sisters 

in m ore “com forta b le” spiritua l loc ations.  But, as Colin pointe d  out, the cha lleng e  is not 

som ething  to shy away from .  And  the opportunity to m inister to the unsave d 19 is 

ord ers of m a g nitud e gre ater. 

Manuel, one of the young  le a d ers of Christians on Ca mpus, in m a ny ways 

exem plifie d  the potential of young  Christia ns that I g rew to appreciate  m ore and  m ore 

as m y rese arch continue d .  During  our intera ction he never m a d e a d irect atte mpt to 

proselytize m e, such as I ha d  g rown to expect; inste a d  he live d  quite a d m ira b ly b y 

exa m ple, spe a king e loquently a nd  passionately of his own conversion experienc e.  I 

hope the re a d er will forg ive m e if I quote lib erally from  our interview: 

April of ’96, I rem em b er I com e hom e one nig ht… Juan and  Joaquin [his two 
Christian housem ates] aren’t hom e, and  I’m  sitting  on the couch, and  I’m  full of energ y, 
b ut I d on’t want to d o anything !  I’ve g otta d o som ething, and  I c an’t d o anything !  I 
rem em b er…sitting  on the floor and  thinking  these word s – “Man, what is g oing  on?”  
<laug hs>  Then I looked  on the right and  there was this Bib le, and  I said  You know, I’ve 
never re a d  that thing on m y own.   

And  so I picke d  it up and  starte d  re a d ing  through it… a nd  I’m  re a d ing  it with a 
g e nuine he art.  First tim e in m y life, I want to know, is it re al?  And  as I’m  re a d ing, it was 
like this veil was taken away from  m y eyes… I re alize d  that I was not poor in spirit; I was 
not pure in he art; I d id n’t hung er and  thirst for righteousness; and  for the first tim e in m y 
life I re alize d  I was a sinner!  I’d  never thoug ht a b out it b e fore!   

… The Word  of God , sown in m y he art, b e g a n to sprout.  And  I just rem em b er 
speaking  b a ck what was in m y b e ing ; saying  Lord , you d ie d  for m e.  Forg ive m e.  W ash 
m e of m y sins.  …And  to m e, the m ore I apply his b lood  [that is, forg iveness], the m ore I 
a m  fre e!  … Rivers of living  water starte d  to flow out of m y b e ing. 

I’m  sitting there, and  te ars are rolling  out of m y eyes; and  I have this hug e sm ile of 
m y fa c e; … a nd  I g ot up, and  starte d  jum ping  up and  d own, and  the word s just cam e 

                                                
19 “Unsaved ”: Yet another voc a bulary word  that I use cautiously.  In this c ase, m any UT Christians are 
hesitant to use it b e c ause they prefer not to think in term s of hellfire and  b rim stone.  “Those who d o not 
yet know the Lord ” is a word ier b ut less a g gressive synonym . 
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b a c k to m e, “Man, what is g oing  on?”  <laug hs>  I saw him !  I saw him !  I… I saw him !  
For the first tim e in m y life, he was re al to m e!  I touche d  him !  I was just praying  Lord , I 
love you, Lord .  I g ive m y life to you.  I open wid e to you.  …And  sinc e then he has 
b ecom e m ore and  m ore re al, and  fresher. 

… N othing  has ever b e e n m y experienc e like this.  Everything  g rows old .  Nothing  is 
new.  Everything  g oes in cycles.  But the m ore I g o on with the Lord , the m ore I know 
him —the m ore he is new to m e; the fresher he is…that has b e e n m y experienc e.  And  he 
has yet to stop touching  m e.  And  he never will. 

 
Thoug h sim ply a persona l a ne c d ote, this testim ony sum m a rizes som e of the b est 

inherent b e ne fits of relig ious b e lie f that are availa b le to colle g e stud ents.  Many 

stud ents are ye arning  for a b asic, essentia l m e aning  to life in this a g e of relativism , and  

Christia nity supplies that in a pa cka g e  not so illog ic al or old -fashione d  as m a ny would  

like to b e lieve.  Je ff, the le a d er of Hope Stud e nt Life, d escrib e d  his d a ily routine:  “Every 

Mond a y m orning  I wake up a nd  say Lord , I love you.  I’m  here, I’m  starting  the 

g rind … b ut I’m  here for you.” 

It is all too e asy for a stud ent to b e c om e ob sesse d  with unim portant aspects of his 

life— g ra d e s, social relationships, and  sub stanc e a b use are wid e ly varying  pursuits that 

all share this risk.  Christia ns (like  m a ny relig ious followers) should  re g ard  a ll these 

thing s as essentia lly m e a ning less.  They m ig ht still b e worth pursuing , b ut at le ast they 

are pla c e d  properly in perspective; God  is an excellent, personalize d  sym b ol for the 

“g ra nd  sche m e of thing s.”  Tiffa ny, an ac counting  senior, illustrate d  this for m e. 
Every class I’m in it amazes me how much the world is run by money.  And that’s really 
kind of scary, it’s kind of… interesting being in the business classes; everyone wants to be 
partner in this big accounting firm and make all this money.  And I’m like hmm, I’ll work 
there for a while and then I’ll probably go work for a missions agency somewhere.  
<laughs>  They all need accountants really bad. 
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This was a quite re freshing  m ission state m e nt to he ar from  a  b usiness m ajor who could  

expect to pull in a hig h salary in her first ye ar out of colle g e.  The force of God ’s love, 

for Tiffa ny, superse d es a nything  she m ig ht e arn for herself. 

Like  m ost g ood  thing s, relig ion c an, of course, b e  d istorte d  into a justific ation for 

irrationa l a nd  im m oral b e havior— I witnesse d  this too d uring  m y rese arch, thoug h 

thankfully not as m uch as I ha d  fe are d .  I a m  re m ind e d  of a stud ent who once stood  in 

front of m y Film  class to pitch his scre enplay id e a.  Inste a d  he talke d , rather 

d isjointe d ly, for over ten m inutes a b out how everyone in the room  ne e d e d  Jesus in their 

lives.  N e e d less to say, he faile d  his scre enplay pitch m a g nific ently, a nd  likely d id  not 

care, sinc e he felt he was serving a hig her ca use by forfeiting  his tim e to God .  In re ality, 

thoug h, he was soiling  Christia nity’s reputation.  By and  larg e, m y fellow stud ents (and  

I m yself) d id  not se e a m artyr b e fore the m— m erely a kook. 

My a nonym ous classm ate was a  m inority, b ut one that should  sound  warning  

b e lls for worship le a d ers everywhere.  He prove d  to b e a perfe ct exa m ple of how 

Christia nity c an g ra d ua lly, b ut d ra m atic ally, b e c om e a ne g ative com ponent of one’s 

persona l g rowth.  If a person focuses too m uch on the id e alistic fig ure of Jesus, then life 

in the world  b e com es m e a ning less, a nd  he c an c e ase to b e a part of the world .  Even as I 

write that sentenc e I re alize that m any m ig ht re a d  it in a positive way; b ut no person—

Christia n or not, stud ent or not—should  b e excuse d  from  his everyd a y pra g m atism .  N o 

stud ent cam e to colle g e m erely to prepare him self for he aven. 
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W e  mig ht cynic ally sug g e st that, without ob jective proof of the Christia n faith, its 

e m otional support structures could  very well b e fa b ric ations within the b e lievers’ own 

m ind s.  But any Christia n stud ent would  insist that rational re d uction of their relig ious 

b e lie f is counterprod uctive.  That is, relig ion b y its very nature encom passes som ething  

b e yond  the re a lm  of scienc e and  ob servation.  Psycholog y a nd  sociolog y c an b e  use d  to 

stud y the effects of relig ious b e lie f, they m ig ht arg ue, b ut the causes c an never b e fully 

explaine d  in log ic al term s. 

I d o not fully a gree with this— a fter all, even our d ivinely inspire d  a ctions are 

prob a b ly roote d  in re al-world  c auses— b ut it is an im porta nt d istinction to m ake in 

d ifferentiating  m y work from  that of anthropolog ists.  In short, I b e lieve— d ue to 

ob servation as m uch as persona l conviction—that there is a supernatura l ele m e nt to 

b e ing  a  colle g e Christia n that cannot b e cle anly re m ove d  or filtere d  from  the experienc e.  

This is not to d iscount the value of conte mporary psycholog y as a tool for 

und erstand ing  Christia nity (or other relig ious populations), b ut rather to sug g e st that 

there is a point b eyond  which a n outsid e ob server c annot venture without d onning  a  

g re at d e al of spiritual sym pathy. 

I d o not carry— a nd  a m  not capa b le of—the ethnog rapher’s m a nd ate d  ob jectivity 

when a m ong  young  Christia n stud ents.  It m ig ht m ake m e a cutely ill-suite d  for a 

project such as this, since I d o in fa ct share m a ny of their b e lie fs and  could  never 

atte mpt a purely psychosocial a na lysis.  But in fa ct, I would  a rg ue that I a m  uniquely 
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suite d  to this stud y, sinc e so little of what I witnesse d  d uring  m y rese arch would  b e  

m e aning ful in d ry a c a d e m ic term s.  From  the outset, I d id  not intend  to d ra ft an 

ethnog raphy of a population, so m uch as explore the g ray are a within the spiritua l 

“b ox” of a colle g e Christia n.   

Persona lly, I found  m yself g rowing  b y le aps and  b ound s as I surveye d  these 

populations, interviewed  stud ents not very d ifferent from  m yself, and  d iscovere d  just 

how wid ely Christia nity has extend e d  itself a cross a sing le d iverse population.  I 

b e c am e m uch less cynic al a b out the e ffe cts of relig ion on young  m ind s, particularly in 

m y initia l failure to find  the ra d ic al fund a m e ntalist g roups that I ha d  orig ina lly hope d  

to focus on.  (“These people are all so nic e and  fun!” I joke d  to a friend , e arly in the ye ar.  

“They’re useless to m e!”)  This is not to say that ra b id ly close d -m ind e d  stud ents are 

nowhere to b e found — b ut the institutions they attend  a re, with som e reservations, 

quite positive spiritual b re e d ing  g round s. 

And  so m y thesis topic shifte d  to a broa d er view of stud ent Christia nity, thanks 

not only to m y prelim inary d iscoveries b ut also to the d e arth of topical inform ation I 

found  in this sub ject.  I was quite surprise d  to find  that this re g ion of knowle d g e— in 

relig ious stud ies, sociolog y, a nd  even psycholog y— is quite unexplore d !  This is a ll the 

m ore surprising  since the university is such a fascinating  natural la b oratory in which to 

stud y relig ious d evelopm ent.  W ith som e trepid ation, I re a d  Paul Bra m a d a t’s closing  

word s to his own stud y, pub lishe d  only last ye ar: “As far as I c an tell, this project is the 
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first full-leng th a c a d e m ic stud y of any conte mporary eva ng e lic al university stud ent 

g roup” (Bra m a d a t 148).  Thus m a king  m ine a c and id ate for the second . 

W ith that in m ind , I fe el quite hum b le d , and  a little d ism a ye d  that this topic is 

too b roa d —this project has m erely skim m e d  the surfa c e of a d e ep se a of inform ation 

like a skipping  stone.  I d id  not visit m ost of the groups as often as I would  have like d ; 

others, such as Christia n fraternities/sororities (e.g ., Brothers Und er Christ) and  hig h-

m inority g roups (Chinese Bib le Stud y), I was force d  b y tim e to exclud e altog ether.  The 

fa ct that I intera cte d  with a lm ost a d ozen g roups d oesn’t sound  quite so im pressive in 

context: there are b etween fifty and  a hund re d  such g roups scattere d  a cross the UT 

c am pus.  This thesis has a very “tip-of-the-ic e b erg ” fe el to it. 

On the other ha nd , I pre fer to consid er it to b e a survey of topics that e a ch 

d eserves further exploration b y b etter-qualifie d  a c a d em ic professiona ls.  Charism atic 

worship; the eva ng e listic efforts on South Pa d re Isla nd ; and  the Asia n attraction to 

Christia nity are just a few exa m ple topics that I fe el could  fill full-leng th theses of their 

own.  W ith that in m ind , I a m  proud  to have venture d  (however b rie fly) into these new 

territories with a sub jective outlook.  It pave d  the way for future stud ies, and  allowe d  

m e to witness the quiet m ira cle that is relig ion at a secular colle g e. 
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