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2016 Wheaton College Undergraduate Commencement Address: 

“Toward a More Civil Evangelicalism” 

by Dr. Richard J. Mouw 

President Ryken and other members of the administration, trustees, staff, distinguished 

faculty colleagues—and especially you graduates and your families and friends—it is an great 

honor to be with you on this important occasion. 

Commencement speakers typically tell the persons graduating that they are being “sent 

forth” from the campus where they have been studying into the larger world that awaits them. 

Well, that no long strikes me as a very accurate way to put things. We are not sending you forth. 

You are already, as it were,  “out there,” immersed 24/7 in a world that is only a few clicks away. 

And while that is true for people graduating from colleges and universities in general these days, 

it is certainly true for the 2016 graduating class here at Wheaton College. I try to keep up on a 

daily basis about what is happening in the larger world, and in the websites I visit and the print 

periodicals that I read, this campus has very much been, during this past academic year, a part of 

that larger world. Wheaton has been very visibly engaged in dynamics and arguments and 

dialogues—and yes, the painful conflict--that are the stuff of daily news reports. 

So it is a good thing, I think, to be able to pause here to recall what God’s Word asks us to 

be and do as followers of Jesus who are deeply immersed in that larger world with all of its hopes 

and fears.  

Those of you who know anything about the kinds of things that I write and teach and 

speak about regarding public engagement and Christ and culture will not be surprised when I say 
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that my views on such matters are greatly influenced by the 19th century Dutch theologian-

statesman, Abraham Kuyper, who not only wrote books about theology but, among his many 

other public roles, he served a term as the Prime Minister of the Netherlands.  

Kuyper’s overall perspective on what should motivate Christians in Kingdom service is 

summarized nicely in his well known manifesto that “there is not one square inch of the entire 

creation about which Jesus Christ does not cry out, `This is mine! This belongs to me!” Kuyper 

emphasized the fact that the Savior who shed his blood on Calvary on our behalf now rules, as the 

resurrected and ascended Lord, over every sphere of human life—and we are called to serve his 

kingly rule in the broad arenas of cultural engagement. 

Lately, though, I have been intrigued by a parallel manifesto from the founder of 

Methodism, John Wesley, when Wesley declared: “The world is my parish.” I think that Wesley’s 

parish image adds something significant to Kuyper’s “every square inch” manifesto. Wesley 

certainly was not meaning to encourage the rather myopic view that some Christians operate with 

when they act as if their local parish is their whole world. What he was proposing was that all of 

the square inches of created life that belong to Jesus comprise a kind of sacred territory. Instead of 

our going out there as cultural warriors in order triumphantly to claim all of those square inches 

for Jesus, we should instead see that territory as holy ground, and approach it with an appropriate 

attitude of reverence. 

And that leads me to the passage from First Peter chapter 3 that was read for us earlier.  

Verse 15 in that passage was a verse that I heard a lot about being brought up in the evangelical 

world: “Always be ready to give to anyone who asks of you the reason for the hope that lies 
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within you.” Ground your thought and actions in the truth of God’s Word, we were told. Know 

what you believe. Stand up and be counted for the cause of the Gospel! 

To which I still respond: Yes, of course. Seldom, though, did the folks urging all of that 

upon us go on to the next thing that the Apostle says: “But do so with gentleness and reverence.”  

We certainly have not been seeing much gentleness and reverence in public life recently—

and that is to put it mildly. And frankly, we evangelicals are often a part of the problem. We 

haven’t been known for the gentleness and reverence that we show toward people with whom we 

disagree on important matters. Pollsters who have asked members of your generation—you 

graduates today—what you think of evangelicalism in general have gotten answers that highlight 

a perceived mean-spiritedness, a fiercely judgmental attitude toward folks we disagree with, a 

moral and political harshness.  To use a term that I have focused on much in my own address to 

issues of public life: we evangelicals are seen as seriously lacking in civility. 

 The need to nurture strong Christian convictions while also showing gentleness and 

reverence toward those with whom we disagree, fits nicely with a wonderful comment that Martin 

Marty once made about the challenge of civility. People who are civil these days, he said, often 

lack strong convictions. And people who have strong convictions often aren’t very civil. What we 

need to develop, he proposed, is convicted civility.  

 Cultivating convicted civility—showing gentleness and reverence without sacrificing our 

convictions—is not easy. The difficulty is captured nicely in the title of one of the fine books 

authored by the political theorist John Murray Cuddihy, a book to which he gave the title, The 
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Ordeal of Civility. To cultivate convicted civility is indeed a bit of an ordeal. The writer of the 

Epistle to the Hebrews recognizes that: “Strive,” he says, “to live at peace with everyone.”  

 Cultivating civility requires striving. How to do that striving successfully is a big topic, 

and I can only touch on a couple of key requirements here. One is to be very clear about who we 

are in Jesus Christ. A few years ago the Jesuit magazine America asked several prominent 

Christian leaders to write about what they would say to a Christian graduating class if they were 

giving a commencement address that year. My favorite among the responses was by the 

Benedictine nun, Sister Joan Chittister, who said that she would tell this story: 

  Once upon a time, a warlord rampaged through the countryside, ravaging, and killing as 

he went. Word spread quickly from village to village and the peasants fled for their lives. As 

he strode into the last of the villages, the warlord said with a smirk, “The village is empty, I 

presume?” 

“Well, yes, my Lord,” his lieutenant answered. “Except, that is, for one elderly monastic 

nun who refuses to leave.” 

The warlord was furious. “Bring her to me immediately,” he roared. So they dragged the old 

monastic to the square. “Do you not know who I am?” the warlord shrieked. “I am he who 

can run you through with a sword without even batting an eye!” 

“And do you not know who I am?” the old monastic said, looking him straight in the eye. “I 

am she who can let you run me through with a sword—without even batting an eye.” 

 

 That is the kind of courage we need from you in today’s highly uncivil world. We need a 

new generation of evangelical Christians who are secure in their confidence that they belong to 
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Jesus. And we need also—and the passage from I Peter 3 is clear about this—to anchor that 

confidence in the knowledge that Jesus came into the world to offer himself up as a sacrifice for 

the likes of us—unworthy sinners whose only hope is the salvation that is made available to us by 

sovereign grace. 

 Edward John Carnell was a brilliant evangelical leader who, after graduating from 

Wheaton in the 1940s, went on to earn two doctorates at about the same time, one from Boston 

University and the other from Harvard. In 1955 he was installed as the second president of Fuller 

Theological Seminary. His inaugural address stirred up so much controversy that the Fuller 

trustees and Carnell’s faculty colleagues together  refused to allow the publication of the text of 

his speech. Carnell’s “heresy” was his call for an evangelicalism that encouraged a more loving 

spirit toward people with whom we disagree.  Fortunately, my immediate predecessor in the 

Fuller presidency, David Allan Hubbard, made the bold move of correcting the situation by 

publishing Carnell’s address and giving it wide circulation.  

 In that speech Carnell had argued that while a true Christian humility does not mean that 

we should ignore the divine mandate to avoid theological error, it does mean that we need to be 

clear in our conviction that only God himself  

the searcher of the secrets of the heart, can pass final judgment. We cannot judge what we 

have no access to. [Each of our own selves} is a swirling conflict of fears, impulses, 

sentiments, interests, allergies, and foibles [and]  if we cannot unveil the mystery of our own 

motives and affections, how much less can we unveil the mystery in others? 
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In those words, Carnell was calling his generation, and perhaps we can actually hear the call today, 

to see that our engagements with other people take place on holy ground and thus they require 

that we approach those engagements—certainly with convictions rooted in a firm commitment to 

the truth of Gods Word—but that we approach those engagements in a spirit of gentleness and 

reverence toward others.  

 Again, cultivating the necessary convicted civility is not easy. It requires sustained 

spiritual effort. And, I must add on this occasion, it requires all that Wheaton College as a premier 

center of teaching and scholarship has to offer—the forming of minds that are willing to devote 

themselves to clear thinking in the pursuit of truth and righteousness, peace and justice. 

 And you—Wheaton’s graduating class in this year of our Lord 2016 – you give folks like 

me great hope that the quest for convicted civility can produce God honoring results. 

  I regularly hear Christian people complaining about what a bad state things have come to 

in the world around us. And I agree with them. Things are really bad.  Do you want to know how 

bad it is? I will tell you: it is a bad as it was in the world the followers of Jesus faced on the Day 

of Pentecost. Widespread promiscuity, political and economic oppression, child and spousal 

abuse, tribal conflict, intensely uncivil discourse, pagan superstition, shallow religiosity, false 

teachings. All of that is very bad. And it was precisely in the midst of that dismal situation that the 

Apostle Peter stood before the people of Jerusalem on that day and invited them to hear the word 

of the Lord as it comes from an ancient prophet: 

In these last days I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall 

prophesy, and your young people shall see visions, and your older folks shall dream dreams. 
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Upon my servants, both men and women, I will now pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy. 

everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved. 

It was so bad in those days, and yet on that day there was initiated—to be sure, not without much 

suffering—but there was initiated a glorious period of the spread of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 So, my sisters and brothers in this graduating class, there is much hope. We gather here for 

this commencement wearing the robes of the academy, but we will meet again at an even greater 

commencement, a gathering of a multitude that no human being can number, drawn from every 

tribe and tongue and nation of the earth. And on that occasion we will wear robes that have been 

made pure by the blood and righteousness of the Savior who is also the King of kings and the 

Lord of lords.  

  We have much work to do in preparation for that day, work that requires that we dedicate 

ourselves to the full work of a Kingdom—a sacred ground—that covers every square inch of 

God’s creation. May God’s strength be with you as you take on the specific assignments that the 

Lord brings to each of you. And be ready on any occasion to give whomever asks it of you a 

reason for the hope that lies within you. But strive to do so with gentleness and reverence. 

 Thank you, and God bless you all. 

 

 

 


