
T
his article examines the theme 
of hope within the context of 
my own spiritual positionality1 
and my philosophical journey 

during a graduate course in Philoso-
phy of Education—a course that I was 
completing as Barack Obama transi-
tioned from presidential candidate to 
President of the United States.2 My 
transition from graduate student to 
professor of education coincided with 
a notable shift in America’s ideologi-
cal climate and Obama’s presidential 
campaign in which hope was a central 
tenet. Drawing on what some may de-
scribe as primitive biblical principles, 
in one sense my argument reflects tra-
ditional Christianity; yet in another 
sense, it is far from traditional in that 
it espouses teachings that are no 
longer common in traditional, main-

stream, or nominal Christianity. I 
frame my argument around the con-
troversial notions of big Truths (“T’s”) 
and little truths (“t’s”) as tangible, yet 
sometimes misguided, manifestations 
of humanity’s nihilistic pursuit of 
meaning in a confusing world.  

I believe this topic is important for 
all educators—particularly educators 
in higher education in parts of the 
world where Postmodernism has 
made an impact because we possess 
and promote varying notions of truth 
that collide with, create, clarify, and 
even confuse the beliefs of our stu-
dents—many of whom no longer learn 
about God in public schools or at 
home, and who invariably wrestle 
with their own notions of truth. I con-
clude the article by analyzing my jour-
ney as a Christian scholar-educator.  

Unlike the American philosopher 
Richard Rorty,3 who reduces Christi-
anity to New Testament teachings, 

my perspective encompasses the 
whole Bible as a standard for truth, 
hope, and wisdom in ways that many 
Christians, including some Seventh-
day Adventists, seemingly no longer 
acknowledge or accept. As such, this 
article is as much an analysis of hu-
manity’s philosophical pursuit of 
hope as it is an articulation and ac-
knowledgement of my positionality 
as a non-traditional Christian aca-
demic within the context of my grad-
uate course experience and now as a 
professor.  

Certainly, suspicion of spirituality, 
religion, and faith abounds inside and 
outside of the academy. Scholars who 
see their spirituality as inseparable 
from their work as advocates of social 
justice often face challenges embrac-
ing “prophetic pragmatism”4 without 
being labeled anti-intellectual or li-
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beled as closed-minded. Naming and 
embracing one’s position as a Chris-
tian academician can be a highly nu-
anced and difficult process.5 Drawing 
from my position as a self-identified 
non-traditional Christian intellectual, 
this article reveals personal elements 
of my philosophical encounters with 
Plato’s “philosopher-king,”6 Rorty’s 
notion of consensus,7 and discourses 
of hope. 

Because I understood that the pos-
sibility of the language, label, and 
legacy of Christianity being used as 
“tools”8 for bludgeoning and beguil-
ing the masses is as real as the God 
of Christianity, I cautiously began 
navigating through the treacherous 
web of opinions surrounding the ori-
gin of humanity’s philosophical 
dilemma: the Garden of Eden.  

Ellen White explained that “It is a 
masterpiece of Satan’s deceptions to 
keep the minds of men searching and 
conjecturing in regard to that which 
God has not made known, and which 
He does not intend that we shall un-
derstand. It was thus that Lucifer lost 
his place in heaven. . . . Now he 
seeks to imbue the minds of men 
with the same spirit and to lead them 
also to disregard the direct com-
mands of God. Those who are unwill-
ing to accept the plain, cutting truths 
of the Bible are continually seeking 
pleasing fables that will quiet the 
conscience.”9  

Philosophy—which can be defined 
as the love or pursuit of wisdom10—
has always been a part of the human 
experience, although it transcends the 
existence of humanity.11 The biblical 
account of the creation and fall of 
Adam and Eve (see Genesis 1 to 3) 
suggests that this couple was not 
only given the responsibility of tend-
ing the Garden, but also had the priv-
ilege of learning about the intricacies 
of the universe directly from God.  

Arguably, then, philosophy—in its 
purest form—has been valuable to 
humanity and validated by God, as 
long as humans did not abuse their 
freedom by disobeying the parame-
ters of the Creator, the source of wis-

dom. In this light, Kant’s belief that 
laws are meant to make people free, 
and individuals must be free to fol-
low the law is not new.12 Fritz Guy 
provides important context for this 
discussion by challenging us to con-
sider how faith and philosophical 
thought can intersect appropriately 
within Christian education and Ad-
ventist education in particular:  

“God and humanity share the abil-
ity to think. We can think about God, 
about the world, and about our-
selves—and we can think about 
thinking. Because of this, our human 
reality is less like the reality of squir-
rels, cows, and chimpanzees and 
more like the reality of God. The 
more we know and understand, the 
more clearly and creatively we think, 
the more we fulfill God’s intention for 
humanity, created in His own image. 
So the expansion and extension of 
knowledge that is the mission of 
higher education need not be re-
garded as an enterprise that is hostile 
to, or even outside of, Adventist faith. 
Indeed, such expansion and exten-
sion can be seen as a dimension of 
our faith.”13  

Where, then, could danger lie in 
the human pursuit of truth(s) and 
knowledge? In the Bible, Genesis 3:4 
and 5 outlines the deceptive introduc-
tion of the counterfeit to the human 
race: “Then the serpent said to the 
woman, ‘You will not surely die. For 
God knows that in the day you eat of 
it your eyes will be opened, and you 
will be like God, knowing good and 
evil’” (Genesis 3:4, 5, NKJV).14 As 
such, it can be contended that philos-
ophy as we know it began with Adam 
and Eve’s disobedience. And since 
then, some have sought to explain 
the world and our existence, while si-
multaneously and systematically den-
igrating God to nothing more than 
meaningless conjecture.  

Plato posited many intriguing and 
insightful ideas. His belief in educa-
tion as the journey of the soul toward 

“the good” and his focus on justice 
were rooted in what appears to have 
been a sincere desire to improve the 
human condition. Like Plato, I be-
lieve that each person has a nature, 
but I disagree with him as to its qual-
ity. Plato believed that humans find 
happiness when they find that na-
ture15; I believe we find happiness 
when we allow God to change our 
nature because “‘The heart is deceit-
ful above all things, and desperately 
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wicked’” (Jeremiah 17:9).  
Nevertheless, Plato’s value to 

Western philosophy is exemplified by 
his claims that disharmony, internal 
conflict, and war occur when people 
are working outside of their special-
ized function, and that violence is the 
result of violating boundaries. I con-
cur. But I also believe that philoso-
phy, like nominal Christianity, often 
violates those boundaries. Although 
Plato acknowledged that there is a 
Truth to be found and—upon its dis-
covery—humans must align them-
selves with it, he, like Adam and Eve, 
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fallen condition through   

a misguided hope in      

education as the magic 

cure-all is merely a muta-

tion of the swindling,  

self-indulged subtleties 

espoused by the serpent 
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was deceived. To misunderstand the 
magnitude of humanity’s fallen con-
dition through a misguided hope in 
education as the magic cure-all is 
merely a mutation of the swindling, 
self-indulged subtleties espoused by 
the serpent (Satan) in the Garden. 
While some may suggest that Plato, 
who penned his thoughts 2,400 years 
ago, predates the Bible and Christian-
ity, it is my contention that—as a de-
scendant of Adam—Plato’s philoso-

dwelt among us, and we beheld His 
glory, the glory as of the only begot-
ten of the Father, full of grace and 
truth” (John 1:1-3, 14).  

The writings of Ellen G. White16 
and T. E. White17 agree that a Chris-
tian whose interpretation is based on 
the acceptance and legitimacy of the 
whole Bible must consider that Christ 
is not only the Redeemer in the New 
Testament, but also the Creator in the 
Old Testament. This acknowledge-
ment is significant because many 
scholars and contemporary philoso-
phers attempt to position Plato and 
his writings as predating Christianity. 
This argument must be questioned in 
light of the biblical record, which 
suggests that Christianity is a rela-
tional experience that began (for hu-
manity) when Adam and Eve were 
created in the Garden of Eden.  

In a postmodern society where the 
prevailing sentiment is the belief in 
varying and independent little truths, 
there is a growing unwillingness by 
many to even consider the possibility 
that Truth (big “T”) exists. The exper-
iment—started by Adam and Eve’s 
disobedience and continued by 
philosophers like Plato and Kant, 
who failed to recognize God as the 
Truth—has left humanity with many 
holes to fill in our collective con-
science. For example, the postmodern 
proliferation of little “t’s,” albeit “ra-
tional,”18 is rivaled only by the ab-
sence of peace and the proliferation 
of antidepressants and Tylenol in our 
postmodern society: The holes and 
the corresponding headache of our 
arrogance just won’t go away! Rorty’s 
pragmatism and ancillary hope in hu-
manity’s “ability to communicate,”19 
adjust, and find “eventual agree-
ment”20 is a far less likely prospect 
than the Second Coming that he 
mockingly questions.  

The rapid deterioration of the envi-
ronment and morality seem to sug-
gest that Rorty may have put his hope 
in the wrong occurrence; beyond the 
prospect that the pursuit of social jus-
tice is “the only basis for a worth-
while human life,”21 we are forced to 

grapple with the reality that we hu-
mans are killing ourselves and one 
another. Hope, in this regard, seems 
insufficient. 

Plato, Kant, and Rorty—all of 
these philosophers appear to have 
put their faith in something or some-
one other than Jesus Christ and that, 
for me, is a hopeless and depressing 
prospect. I recognize that my position 
is dependent on the acceptance and 
interpretation of the Scriptures, and I 
understand that there are many, like 
Rorty22 who would view my perspec-
tive with suspicion. Perhaps the dis-
connect lies in the Christians Rorty 
describes and in his failure to under-
stand them. Either way, I respect our 
power of choice and our capacity to 
disagree amicably. But unlike the 
Christians Rorty describes, I do not 
believe one can “become a member 
of a particular sect or denomination 
in order to prepare for [the Second 
Coming].”23 Instead, one prepares by 
accepting and obeying the Truth 
(God), through the growth of a daily 
love relationship: “‘I am the way, the 
truth, and the life. No one comes to 
the Father except through Me’” (John 
14:6). And, like Plato, I believe we 
experience and know the Truth as we 
get closer to it. 

Similar to Plato’s philosopher-king 
who must share with others still in 
his cave,24 I, too, must share my per-
spective while carefully dodging the 
sermonic overtures that often set off 
the two-headed trip-alarm of skepti-
cism and cynicism. The abuse of God 
and religion has made this tough, 
though, for there are many who, with 
Mahatma Gandhi, would declare: “I 
like your Christ, I do not like your 
Christians. Your Christians are so un-
like your Christ.”25 This perspective 
has valid grounds, based on the many 
“Christians” and “Christian educa-
tors” who do a poor job of represent-
ing Christ. I am also reminded that 
“faith is the substance [realization] of 
things hoped for, the evidence [confi-
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phy merely predated Christianity as a 
religion and not Christianity as an ex-
perience. The biblical record suggests 
that Christ is the Creator in the Old 
Testament as well as the crucified 
Savior of the New Testament:  

“In the beginning was the Word, 
and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. He was in the begin-
ning with God. All things were made 
through Him, and without Him noth-
ing was made that was made. . . . 
And the Word became flesh and 
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dence] of things not seen” (Hebrews 
11:1, KJV). Ironically, Rorty quotes a 
portion of this biblical passage when 
describing his “willingness to refer all 
questions of ultimate justification to 
the future.”26 Each of us, then, must 
decide where we will place our faith 
and hope.  
    In the penultimate class period of 
my graduate Philosophy of Education 
course, I will never forget the stifling 
silence and eventual grunts that 
greeted the professor’s request to my 
classmates and me to articulate our 
thoughts on hope. The silence was a 
fairly accurate barometer of people’s 
real sense of hope; there was an obvi-
ous awareness of ineptitude. In a 
world searching for answers, there 
seem to be few alternatives that help 
us sleep better at night. 

The same wound that mars the 
fabric of Plato’s big “T” without the 
big “G” (God) encroaches onto 
Rorty’s ideas, through the inevitable 
diminution of the Truth to little truths. 
Humanity’s futile attempt to be God, 
coupled with the worship of vast and 
varied pseudo-gods (i.e., the worship 
of humankind and possessions),27 fa-
cilitate the use of philosophy as an 
anesthetic—or “tool”28—to numb the 
pain created by the abyss between hu-
manity and hope. As educators and 
leaders in education, we must have 
the audacity to create institutions and 
spaces of hope and healing.  
 

Clearing Away the Blind Spots  
While large-scale reforms and po-

litical inertia may discourage many 
educators from envisioning and en-
gaging in critical practices that can 
heal, I am reminded that the first and 
most important system over which 
one has agency is the institution of 
self. We cannot lead students any far-
ther than we are prepared to go our-
selves.29 We must seek to know our 
authentic selves and be willing to uti-
lize the pedagogical power that exists 
in our stories, our belief systems, our 
journeys, and our survival—inside 
and outside the academy.  

Equally important, we must also 
consider how our truths, journeys, 
and belief systems can create blind 
spots in our lenses, teaching, and 
leadership. This process was crystal-
lized during my graduate school ex-
perience and is a process that contin-
ues to inform my practice as a leader 
and professor. I sought to revisit re-
visiting the epistemological (re)awak-
ening that occurred as part of my 
doctoral program, where I had time 
to critically consider my previous 
classroom experiences as a K-12 
teacher (including five years at an 
Adventist academy) and my hopes for 
my future practice.  

A lot has changed since I initially 
drafted this manuscript in the fall of 

2008 as a first-year Seventh-day Ad-
ventist doctoral student navigating a 
philosophy of education course in a 
public university. As part of my pro-
fessional development and spiritual 
accountability during that course, I 
chose to read The Great Controversy 
as parallel content (curriculum) to 
balance the perspectives to which I 
was being exposed in class.  

I enjoyed The Great Controversy, 
and I remember with vivid detail my 
efforts to share it with a classmate of 
mine—a dreadlocked, African-Ameri-
can woman who was deeply spiritual 
and humbly inquisitive about matters 
of faith. My epistemological lens 
then—which, today, I would describe 
as a combination of religious arro-
gance and colonial ignorance—condi-
tioned me to believe that I had much 
“truth” to share with her, particularly 
as she shared that she was courting 
tenets of Rastafarianism at the time.  

In short, I judged her. Yet, on the 
night that I sought to offer a copy of 
The Great Controversy to her, she be-
came the teacher. “I can’t read that,” 
she said, bristling back with a look of 
confusion at my apparent ignorance 
to that which she found offensive. 
“Look at that cover,” she continued. 
It was a book cover I had cracked 
opened numerous times but had 
never critically considered until she 
awakened me to its content: The 
cover was void of any people of 
color—from the image of Jesus, to 
the angels, to the people who were 
being saved. Every aspect of the 
cover was Eurocentric, and I had 
missed that fact.  

This encounter sparked a recon -
sideration of my ways of knowing  
my faith, myself, my history, my 
thoughts on curriculum, my pedagog-
ical practices, and classroom poli -  
cies as a teacher, and the religious 
context in which I had lived out these 
truths—as a black male Seventh-day 
Adventist who was born and raised in 
Bermuda but was now being chal-
lenged to reflect on the totality of my 
journey—including my African-Amer-
ican lineage.  
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In many ways, my engagement 
with my classmate transcended our 
evaluation of Plato, Kant, and Rorty, 
but our exchanges were actually an 
extension of it. Namely, that the 
journey of faith and its intersections 
with our individual identities and in-
stitutional associations is a complex, 
oft-traveled road, particularly for 
those in pursuit of destinations of 
hope. As Stephen Mansfield30 notes 
in The Faith of Barack Obama, this 
is a journey Obama came to know 
long before his journey to public of-
fice and cannot be separated from 
his mixed racial background, the 
loss of his biological father and step-
father, and the opportunity to mobi-
lize his faith at Trinity United 
Church of Christ, a vehicle he saw 
as both pragmatic and potent 
enough to satisfy his lofty beliefs in 
hope and justice.31  

I, too, know this struggle as an 
African-Bermudian/African-American 
who has had to grapple with the loss 
of a biological father—a biological fa-
ther who rests in a grave in St. Louis, 
Missouri, the very state where I now 
serve as a professor at the flagship 
university. I wrestle with the reality 
that I could have and perhaps should 
have attended the same schools as 
Michael Brown in Ferguson,32 had I 
been raised with my father and his 
side of the family. I know this 
wrestling as a ministry leader and 
pastoral team member in a predomi-
nately white church; I know this as a 
leader who has sought to mobilize a 
congregation to activate the ethos of 
a Sabbath school quarterly on com-
munity engagement in the urban core 
of our city, rather than merely mak-
ing philosophical remarks during Sab-
bath school about community en-
gagement. I know this as a professor 
and leader at the University of Mis-
souri during some troubling times 
and high-profile incidents of racial 
unrest.  
 

Asking Critical Questions 
Living, learning, and leading in 

these complex spaces has forced me 
to see and (re)envision my faith 
through culturally relevant lenses. I 
have the audacity to believe, live, 
lead, and teach with the hope that we 
can simultaneously work within im-
perfect schools, systems, and 
churches, even as we challenge and 
changed them for the better. The 
#ItIsTimeAU uprising at Andrews 
University and the subsequent re-
sponse, to date, from the administra-
tion is a poignant and promising ex-
emplar of this,33 an exemplar that I 
hope can make Western Adventist ed-
ucation and our churches better as 
we courageously face our underdevel-
oped strengths and model for the 
world how to respond to difference 
and deficits in our institutions.  

Still, questions remain. For ex -
ample, one must ask: What truths/ 
 Truths in our philosophical, episte-
mological, educational, and religious 
systems may be inhibiting us as 
leaders and educators from asking 
vital questions about cultural rele-
vancy and its impact on curricu-
lum—inside and outside of the 
schoolhouse? What will become of 
our institutions and our faith five 

years removed from the tragic death 
of Michael Brown in Ferguson, four 
years removed from the uprisings on 
the University of Missouri–Columbia 
campus, two years removed from the 
release of the #ItIsTimeAU video, 
and more than three years after the 
conclusion of a U.S. election cam-
paign that was arguably more in-
tense and divisive than any in recent 
memory, including divergent percep-
tions of truth, facts, and “alternative 
facts”?34 As Christian educators, we 
must be willing to ask critical ques-
tions, such as these:  

• How comfortable are we with 
discussing and addressing issues of 
race, racism, culture, equity, and dif-
ference?  

• How do our understandings and 
approaches to Truth/truth(s) impact 
our pedagogy and perspectives of stu-
dents, families, curriculum, leader-
ship, and the communities that incu-
bate these entities?  

• In a national/international con-
text where racialized tensions and re-
alities have boiled over, how has our 
pedagogy been impacted and impli-
cated, and perhaps more importantly, 
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how can our classroom discourses 
(inside and outside the schoolhouse) 
positively contribute to the hope that 
we have as Christians—without being 
ignorant about or dismissive of injus-
tice?  

• More fundamentally, where do 
we find hope, and how do we com-
municate this hope each day to our 
students and others within our sphere 
of influence? 
 
Operationalizing Intentional Practice 

Like hooks,35 I now teach with the 
understanding that teaching is a sa-
cred art that requires me to care for 
the whole student. This means being 
intentional in my practice and recog-
nizing that every interaction has the 
potential to impact the lives of my 
students. Here are some suggestions 
based on a few examples from my 
own experience of how I recommend 
readers operationalize these princi-
ples: 

1. Create a welcoming and accept-
ing learning environment. For exam-
ple, greet students by their name 
(properly pronounced). This is just as 
important as the grades they earn 
since it speaks to their sense of be-
longing. 

2. Listen actively and pay attention 
to students’ experiences. Students 
often face personal hardships that 
can derail their academic perform-
ance. Offer condolences, extend a 
deadline, direct or encourage them to 
seek support from a campus support 
service, and follow up on their 
progress. This is just as important as 
providing critical feedback on their 
work or having high expectations for 
attendance and punctuality.  

3. Recognize that there are differ-
ences even within similar ethnic and 
cultural groups. Students’ lenses, op-
portunities, and perspectives are 
shaped by their experiences, and 
these also impact their learning 
needs. I know this from my own ex-
perience as an African-Bermudian 
learning about the African-American 
experience, and the same could be 
said about other ethnic and cultural 

groups. Being sensitive to and aware 
of the ethnic and cultural identities of 
students is vital, and understanding 
that there is diversity within groups is 
even more important.  

4. Cultivate an environment that is 
inclusive and celebrates cultural ex-
pression and excellence. For example, 
include imagery in curricular materi-
als and presentations that represents 
a range of ethnicities and cultures. It 
is vital that students see themselves 
represented in meaningful ways. We 
are all God’s creation.  

5. Seek to be radically balanced! 
Acknowledge that issues of race still 
challenge our “Christian” institutions; 
but just like our Christian walk, we 
must daily tread in the example of 
Jesus Christ. For example, this means 
sharing with my church congregation 
that if we did not consider the soul 
salvation of both Michael Brown and 
Darren Wilson (the white police offi-
cer who killed Michael Brown, an 
African-American male), then we 
must reconsider the quality of our 
Christianity.  
 
Final Thoughts  

My leadership and teaching are 
grounded in the belief that “true edu-
cation . . . is the harmonious develop-
ment of the physical, the mental, and 
the spiritual powers.”36 For me, this 
means understanding that Christian 
education is not about institutions 
alone; instead, it is about Christian 
educators in every educational con-
text attending to the wholistic needs 
of individuals. The faith walk is a 
journey, and each encounter is a 
priceless opportunity to positively im-
pact someone’s faith journey. My re-
sponsibility as a Christian educator is 
to love people, period. Leading with 
love means that I value relationship 
over sharing my religion, even as I 
am an active member of the Advent-
ist Church.  

However, I am a Christian first, 
and I believe that a profound love 
for humanity, coupled with a love 
for my subject matter and the power 
of ideas, must be present in order to 
teach and lead effectively.37 I concur 
with Freire that “teaching is an act 
of love,”38 and I also see credence in 
McLaren’s description of love as 
“the oxygen of revolution, nourish-
ing the blood . . . [and] spirit of 
struggle.”39  

As a non-traditional Christian in-
tellectual and professor in this age of 
great religious intolerance and legiti-
mate discontent with the status quo, I 
seek to teach with hope and love for 
all people.40 I refuse to run away from 
the critical conversations that invari-
ably emerge in classrooms that em-
brace and consider the big “T’s” and 
little “t’s” that students bring with 
them to class.41 This is an audacious 
yet necessary undertaking—both for 
my students and for me, as a seeker 
of Truth and walking institution of 
healing who desires to live out my 
faith, hope, and pedagogy in authen-
tic, relevant, and liberating ways in 
these complex times.  
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