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After They Have Left Our Presence

The Movement of Infinity

Transformation and Peace of Mind

Grace Without a Why

Christian Scholarship as Vocation:  
An Interview with Rick VanManen 

A New Dwelling

In Praise of Scrappiness

While my decade as a graduate 
student at ICS has naturally faded 
in my memory, becoming somewhat 
overshadowed by the 14 years I have 
spent as both a faculty member and 
lead administrator, certain memories 
remain vivid. I remember a phone call 
with Henk Hart, batting around title 
ideas for my Master’s thesis on Rich-
ard Rorty, eventually hitting on the 
alliterative and biblical Solidarity and 
the Stranger; in the summer of 1994, 
I remember driving down to Calgary 
from my hometown Edmonton, where 
I joined Henk and Vaden House at 
the Learned Society meetings being 
held at the University of Calgary to 
hear Henk give a paper, and then hop-
ping in my parents’ Pontiac Parisi-
enne to Banff, where the three of us 
spent the day hiking in the Rockies; 
I remember playing outdoor hockey 
on Thursday nights at Greenwood 

Park for the Theoretical Pucksters 
(yes, that’s right), where Jim Olthuis 
and I were the only ones donning the 
orange and blue of our cherished and 
maddening Edmonton Oilers.

When I reflect on my time as a 
student at ICS, I fondly recall the way 
I was taken up into a community of 
scholars who practiced loving care 
for the whole person, and how this 
experience helped me grow in faith 
and formed me as a person, and not 
just a scholar. I think that is why my 
memories of that time have as much 
to do with moments spent outside 
the classroom as they do with all the 
(albeit meaningful and important) 
moments spent in classroom discus-
sion or bent over books in the library.

Today at ICS we like to say that, 
when it comes to our MA and PhD 
programs, we strive to grow Christian 
scholars, one by one—and something 

Were not our hearts burning within us 
while he was talking to us on the road,
while he was opening the scriptures to us?

Luke 24:32

I CS has been a central part of 
my life since 1992, when on 
a bright fall day, at the tender 
age of 23, I first ascended the 

steps of 229 College Street to begin 
studies in ICS’s Master of Philosophi-
cal Foundations (now MA) program. 
After receiving my Master’s degree 
in 1994, I enrolled in ICS’s partnered 
PhD program with the Vrije Univer-
siteit in Amsterdam (VU), defending 
a dissertation entitled Critical Faith: 
Toward a Renewed Understanding of 
Religious Life and its Public Account-
ability (Rodopi) in Amsterdam on 
September 5, 2002—precisely ten 
years after I began my graduate stu-
dent career at ICS.
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W hile most of us are able to identify as 
“home” a particular domain that shelters 
and supports our lives in distinction 
from the outside world, it is clear that 

“home” means much more than this. Indeed, beyond the 
place we currently “call home,” there are those spaces 
and communities that have been home to us in shaping 
our desires, concerns, and choices, in ways that continue 
to define us even after we have left them. “Home” in 
this broader sense far exceeds the practical and material 
comforts provided by a physical space; rather, “home” 
includes those formative contexts out of which we live our 
current circumstances, and which continue to define what 
it means to be “at home” in who we are, regardless of 
where we actually reside. 

When I reflect on my own education and intellec-
tual trajectory, I have no doubt that ICS has been, and 
continues to be, a home in this broader sense. As evidence 
of this, I think of my profound sense of relief at having 
found, upon starting my MA at ICS, an environment 
in which my philosophical interests in phenomenology 
could be integrated with the questions that my church 
upbringing had instilled in me. I think also of Ron 
Kuipers’ encouragement that I “not be a stranger” after 
moving on from ICS, and of the fact that, since then, this 
advice has been even easier to follow than I had expected. 
Although, since 2013, I’ve located my “institutional 
home” elsewhere, there are significant and discernable 
ways in which I have not left the intellectual and spiritual 
home that ICS provided for me all those years ago.  

The contributions to this issue of Perspective bear wit-
ness to the numerous ways in which ICS has served as 
home for developing scholars and thinkers in the wider, 
immaterial sense I have been invoking. Through the 
accounts featured here, a picture emerges of the distinct 
characteristics that make ICS an unforgettable “home” 
for students: it enables a closeness among students and 
teachers whereby students are cared for one by one as 
persons—not just as scholars; it provides a foundation for 
new discoveries, offering the safety to question tradi-
tion and even to transform one’s entire worldview; and 
it privileges practice over products, cultivating a spirit of 
faithful but creative inquiry. 

I think we can expect a bright future, not only for 
incoming students who will come to call ICS “home,” 
but also for the reach and influence of ICS beyond 59 
St. George St., through those of us whose home it has 
inextricably been. 

Andrew Tebbutt

About This Issue
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While my decade as a graduate 
student at ICS has naturally faded 
in my memory, becoming somewhat 
overshadowed by the 14 years I have 
spent as both a faculty member and 
lead administrator, certain memories 
remain vivid. I remember a phone call 
with Henk Hart, batting around title 
ideas for my Master’s thesis on Rich-
ard Rorty, eventually hitting on the 
alliterative and biblical Solidarity and 
the Stranger; in the summer of 1994, 
I remember driving down to Calgary 
from my hometown Edmonton, where 
I joined Henk and Vaden House at 
the Learned Society meetings being 
held at the University of Calgary to 
hear Henk give a paper, and then hop-
ping in my parents’ Pontiac Parisi-
enne to Banff, where the three of us 
spent the day hiking in the Rockies; 
I remember playing outdoor hockey 
on Thursday nights at Greenwood 

Park for the Theoretical Pucksters 
(yes, that’s right), where Jim Olthuis 
and I were the only ones donning the 
orange and blue of our cherished and 
maddening Edmonton Oilers.

When I reflect on my time as a 
student at ICS, I fondly recall the way 
I was taken up into a community of 
scholars who practiced loving care 
for the whole person, and how this 
experience helped me grow in faith 
and formed me as a person, and not 
just a scholar. I think that is why my 
memories of that time have as much 
to do with moments spent outside 
the classroom as they do with all the 
(albeit meaningful and important) 
moments spent in classroom discus-
sion or bent over books in the library.

Today at ICS we like to say that, 
when it comes to our MA and PhD 
programs, we strive to grow Christian 
scholars, one by one—and something 

Were not our hearts burning within us 
while he was talking to us on the road,
while he was opening the scriptures to us?

Luke 24:32

I CS has been a central part of 
my life since 1992, when on 
a bright fall day, at the tender 
age of 23, I first ascended the 

steps of 229 College Street to begin 
studies in ICS’s Master of Philosophi-
cal Foundations (now MA) program. 
After receiving my Master’s degree 
in 1994, I enrolled in ICS’s partnered 
PhD program with the Vrije Univer-
siteit in Amsterdam (VU), defending 
a dissertation entitled Critical Faith: 
Toward a Renewed Understanding of 
Religious Life and its Public Account-
ability (Rodopi) in Amsterdam on 
September 5, 2002—precisely ten 
years after I began my graduate stu-
dent career at ICS.

After They Have Left Our Presence

by Ronald A. 
Kuipers,

ICS President

The Road to 
Emmaus by Claes 
Moeyaert (The 
Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 
New York)



about that way of putting it seems 
right to me. For this work is truly 
a labour of love and personal com-
mitment, in all senses of the word 
‘labour,’ and not a project to which 
one might apply a one-size-fits-all 
pedagogical algorithm. I know from 
my own experience as a mentor that 
this work takes patient listening 
and personal attention, as we help 
students find their voice and put their 
finger on what they are oftentimes 
struggling to say. It is work that takes 
place during tea time, at retreats and 
parties, and yes, also in the classroom. 
It is a miracle that happens while we 
sleep, so to speak, often taking place 
unawares, a work the impact of which 
the student might only register long 
after the fact.

I, too, was late to register the 
full impact my teachers have had in 
shaping the person I have become. I 
attempted to redress this matter in 
2013, when I was fortunate enough 

to publish my last book. I decided to 
dedicate it to my ICS mentor, Henk 
Hart, with the following words from 
the essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson 
(whose writings Henk loves): “The 
best effort of a fine person is felt 
after we have left their presence.” 
If we professors do our jobs at ICS 
properly, then we can trust that our 
students will one day be able to 
utter the same lines with respect to 
the formative years they have spent 
studying at ICS. I hope you will 
notice, then, the fruit of our best 
efforts in the reflections that a selec-
tion of ICS alumni offer in this issue 
of Perspective. They are the recollec-
tions of graduates who, although 
they may have left our presence, 
continue to bless their communities 
with the gifts that were nurtured 
during their stay at ICS.

Of course, raising integrally 
Christian scholars is not the only 
work we perform at ICS, but it is 

a key part of our mission, and an 
area in which we have made a last-
ing public impact. So many of our 
graduates have moved on to positions 
where they teach the next generation 
of students what it means to live a 
life of faith, treading the messianic 
trail of peace and justice that Jesus 
Christ taught us to follow. Many of 
you now reading these words also 
understand the importance of this 
aspect of ICS’s mission, and support 
this important work through your 
prayers, your financial gifts, and 
your ongoing ICS membership. If 
you find yourself convinced about 
the vital importance of this mission, 
please answer our annual member-
ship appeal, found below, and take 
up or renew your membership in 
ICS. In this way, working faithfully 
together, God may bless our “best 
efforts,” efforts that our students will 
continue to feel long after they have 
left our presence. 

After They Have Left Our Presence 
continued
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D eciding to pursue an MA 
at ICS was an easy choice 
for me. Beyond logistical 
reasons of location and 

finances, the primary reason that I 
chose to attend ICS was that it was 
one of the only schools I could find 
that would allow me to pursue my 
interests in continental philoso-
phy within a context of Christian 
faith. Given that much continental 
philosophy represents a renewal of 
openness to religious perspectives, 
such a dialogue is a natural fit, but it 
was hard to find. 

In some ways, I see ICS as taking 
its place within the long history of 
Christianity’s contemplative tradi-
tion. Unlike seminaries, which offer 
theoretical training but emphasize 
the practical skills required to take 
on the challenges of pastoral min-
istry, ICS offers the opportunity to 
contemplate life’s mysteries without 
commitment to a specific vocation. 
With universities increasingly mar-
keting their programs toward career 
viability, the space and time for 
thought, study, and contemplation  
offered by a place such as ICS is an 
increasingly rare gift. 

As with the best of the contempla-
tive tradition, this does not mean that 
there is no practical outcome to our 
studies, but rather that thought is not 
co-opted into a production model. 
At ICS, there is no single trajectory 
assigned for the working out of our 
studies in the world. An inherent 
ambiguity is at play in such a model, 
but rather than something to be 
afraid of, such ambiguity provides 
the freedom to thoughtfully consider 
our beliefs and commitments and the 
ways in which they manifest in the 
world. The same foundations of belief 
can give rise to radically different 
ways of living. Ethical living requires 
not only creativity and improvisation 
in bringing thought into action in a 
particular time and place; it requires 
also that we pay careful attention to 

the ways in which our thoughts and 
actions are forming one another. 

My ongoing research, both during 
my MA at ICS and now in my doc-
toral program at the Toronto School 
of Theology, has been in the thought 
of 19th century Danish writer Søren 
Kierkegaard. For Kierkegaard, one 
of the distinctive qualities of both 
faith and love is that their presence 
is not always obvious to the world. 
Kierkegaard writes, “There is no 
work, not one 
single one, not 
even the best, 
about which we 
unconditionally 
dare to say: The 
one who does 
this uncondition-
ally demonstrates 
love by it.” For 
of course, as St. 
Paul tells us in  
1 Corinthians 13,  
even the greatest 
acts of charity 
and self-sacrifice can be done without 
love. Kierkegaard exhorts us not to 
seek that our love be known in the 
world but rather “to work so that it 
could be known by the fruits.” Our 
goal is not to appear loving but to 
engage in the real work of love which 
cannot help but bear fruit, whether or 
not that fruit is understood by others.     

Similarly, the person of faith is not 
recognized by any external distinc-
tion. Outwardly, the person of faith 
goes about her daily business, while 
inwardly “the movement of infin-
ity” takes place. This does not mean 
that there are no external markers by 
which a faithful life might be recog-
nized, but it does mean that neither 
faith nor love can offer direct, cor-
relative outcomes by which we might 
identify or measure their presence in 
another. For Kierkegaard, the true 
springs of action are revealed only by 
the light of eternity. 

As someone who currently finds 

herself pursuing a calling with 
no clear job outcome or obvious 
practical application, I find a certain 
reassurance in this ambiguity. True 
faith and love will bear fruit in a 
manifold of ways, but there is no one 
single way in which that might hap-
pen. This offers a certain freedom, 
yet also requires of us that we do the 
hard work of carefully examining 
our lives, our beliefs, and the ways 
in which our ways of thinking and 

our concrete actions mutually form 
and inform one another. This calling 
to contemplative study has been a 
difficult, meandering one for me, and 
the end of the journey is still unclear. 
However, I trust that this mysterious 
calling to research and study is, for 
me, one of the ways in which faith 
and love can bear fruit. 

The Movement of Infinity

by Carolyn 
Mackie

At ICS, there is no single trajectory assigned for the working 

out of our studies in the world. An inherent ambiguity is at 

play in such a model, but rather than something to be afraid 

of, such ambiguity provides the freedom to thoughtfully 

consider our beliefs and commitments and the ways in which 

they manifest in the world.
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resolved), not because I intended to 
become a philosophy professor. The 
problem I was addressing was the 
thought, following Nietzsche, that 
if Darwin’s picture of reality was 
complete and true, then morality 
was nonsense, and this meant that 
life was fundamentally a meaningless 
struggle for power. That’s the vision 
of reality that I thought was indu-
bitable—the vision that writing my 
dissertation helped me see beyond. 

I concluded 
that Nietzsche’s 
destruction of 
morality did 
not derive from 
Darwin, but was 
rather the logical 
result of a disas-
trously incorrect 

engagement with the experience of 
solitude. But what about a proper 
engagement? 

Imagine for a moment that 
emotions are not so much chemi-
cals or electrical signals in a single 
person’s brain, but are more like 
food-colouring diffusing in water 
or the reverberations of a bell in the 
atmosphere. Now imagine that the 
boundary between the internal world 
of “subjectivity” and the external 
world of “objectivity” is not rigid, 
but is rather a porous membrane that 
becomes harder or softer depend-
ing on our capacity to process the 
emotions we encounter. While we 
would harden the membrane in order 
to protect ourselves from unpleasant, 
negative feelings, we could also con-
sciously soften it in order to enter the 
same water as a person who is suf-
fering. A proper practice of solitude 
would be the attempt to soften this 
membrane, while steadily increasing 
our capacity to digest these waves of 
emotion that wash over us.

My aspiration now is to practice 
solitude in this way. Toward this end, 
I am considering becoming trained 
as a chaplain, to learn how to bring a 

heart of compassion into places where 
the water is turbulent—churned by 
mental illness, trauma, imprison-
ment, disease, or the experience of 
dying—and to be openly and softly 
there with the people I meet. The 
eight years I spent studying at ICS 
were an integral part of this reorien-
tation, an opportunity to explore, to 
discover, and then to build creatively 
on my discoveries, as I transitioned 
from a worldview in which my cur-
rent aspiration would have made no 
sense, into a worldview where the 
only question is how much of this 
strange new reality I am ready to 
enter. 

Joseph Kirby defended his doc-
toral thesis at ICS on May 7, 2018. 
Entitled Moral Ontology in the Age 
of Science: A Philosophical Case for the 
Mystery of Goodness, it is available 
on ICS’s Institutional Repository 
(https://ir.icscanada.edu).

M y old worldview col-
lapsed at the end of 
the second year of my 
doctoral studies, in 

the furnace of a ten-day meditation 
retreat. Twelve hours per day, day 
after day, we focused on the sensa-
tions arising and passing away in the 
physical structure of our own bodies, 
in order to experience for ourselves 
the truth described in Ecclesiastes: 
the noble truth of impermanence. 

Around the seventh or eighth day, it 
became obvious that my old world-
view—scientific, secular, material-
ist—was fundamentally wrong. 

From this point, my next six years 
at ICS became another kind of spiri-
tual practice, an attempt to construct 
a new worldview to replace the one 
that had fallen apart. I found myself 
drawn towards a deeper engagement 
with those parts of the Western 
tradition that dealt with solitude 
and infinity: Jonah in the belly of 
the whale, Jesus tempted by Satan in 
the desert, the spirit of God on the 
surface of the deep, the oceanic abyss 
in Plato, Hume, and Nietzsche; the 
concept of disenchantment in scien-
tific culture. My ultimate goal was to 
help the person I had been—my 19 
year old self—move safely over the 
edge of a worldview once thought to 
be unshakable.

My life now, one year after 
graduation, might not appear very 
connected to philosophy. I spend my 
days taking care of my three-year-old 
son and working as a Japanese trans-
lator. But I was studying philosophy 
because I had a major philosophi-
cal problem (which has now been 

Transformation and Peace of Mind

by Joseph 
Kirby

The eight years I spent studying at ICS were an integral 

part of this reorientation, an opportunity to explore, to 

discover, and then to build creatively on my discoveries…

facing page: 
King Solomon 

(c. 1900), 
stained glass 

window by  
Tiffany Studios
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without a why,” as this sparked a line 
of thought that I realized had much 
to do with my ICS schooling—even 
though (but also: precisely because) 
this line of thought was my own.

Although it may seem as if the 
flowering of this rose is “without 
meaning,” this could not be further 
from the truth. Rather, the “without 
a why” indicates that this happening 
is not about purpose; is not about 
reaching a goal; is not a means to 
an end. We may even say that this 
does not happen “for a reason.” All 
of which serves to underline, rather 
than undermine, the meaning we 
may otherwise miss!

In English, “without” can indi-
cate the opposite of “with.” But it 
may also indicate the opposite of 
“within.” So if meaning is deeper 
than purpose, we may not only say 
that purpose itself may have mean-
ing, but that meaning—which is 
“without” (is not confined within) 
“a why”—cannot be reduced to 
purpose. The good news here is that 
if we savor, or yearn for, the truly 
meaningful, then a “purpose-driven” 
life is not all there is to life in the 
fullest, deepest, most wondrous 
sense!

In thinking this through, I also 
found myself making a connection 
with what Jesus says in Matthew 
6:28–29 and Luke 12:27 (nrsv): 
“Consider the lilies of the field, how 
they grow; they neither toil nor spin, 
yet I tell you, even Solomon in all 
his glory was not clothed like one of 
these.” Read in context, the implica-
tion is that although King Solo-
mon clothed himself, and clothed 
his attendants, in a way that was 
designed to overwhelm (see 1 Kings 
10:4–5), the Creator will clothe 
those who seek, and are welcomed 
into, God’s Kingdom with noth-
ing less than divine glory—like the 
lilies. It is most interesting that, 
apart from one touching reference to 
Israel in Hosea 14:5, a few musical 

cues (Psalms 45, 60, 69, 80), and 
the references to Hiram’s artistry in 
the Temple (1 Kings 7:19, 22, 26; 2 
Chronicles 4:5), lilies feature in the 
Bible only here and in the Song of 
Songs (2:1, 2, 16; 4:5; 5:13; 6:2, 3; 
7:2)—this being a part of Scripture 
that, as Seerveld has argued in The 
Greatest Song, is written “in critique 
of Solomon.” (Indeed, one may won-

Do you want to see the most beautiful 
thing I ever filmed? It was one of those 
days when it’s a minute away from snow-
ing. And there’s this electricity in the air. 
You can almost hear it, right? And this 
bag was just dancing with me; like a 
little kid begging me to play with it. For 
fifteen minutes. That’s the day I realized 
that there was this entire life behind 
things, and this incredibly benevolent 
force that wanted me to know there was 
no reason to be afraid. Ever. Video is 
a poor excuse, I know. But it helps me 
remember. I need to remember. 

American Beauty, written by Alan 
Ball, directed by Sam Mendes, 1999

O ne of the things I was 
looking for when I 
came to ICS in 1986 
was a way of reading 

Scripture that was a compelling and 
life-giving alternative both to the 
moralism of much popular piety and 
the fragmentation of much profes-
sional scholarship. I was not disap-
pointed. This was the time when Jim 
Olthuis’ A Hermeneutics of Ultimacy 
was in press (we read the galley 
proofs in Biblical Foundations) and 
when Harry Fernhout, in the same 
class, was stressing the importance 
of a narrative hermeneutic. Other 
highlights over the next few years 
included hearing Cal Seerveld on 
wisdom literature, Henk Hart on 
John’s Gospel, and TA-ing when 
Brian Walsh first encountered Walter 
Brueggemann.

Adding to my sense of being at 
the right place at the right time 
was the way Senior Members in the 
Interdisciplinary Seminar would 
move from biblical interpretation to 
foundational philosophical themes 
and back again in a natural, illumi-
nating way. I was reminded of this 
recently in the current IDS class (on 
“Order, Wonder, Love”) when we 
found ourselves pondering Angelus 
Silesius’ claim that “the rose flowers 

Grace Without a Why

by Nik Ansell
Senior Member
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Calling

der whether the lilies of the Temple, 
or the scarlet, blue, gold, and purple 
of the Anemone coronaria, were a fea-
ture of the royal “robe” mentioned  
in the Septuagint of 1 Kings 10:5!)

There is, however, a “purpose-
driven” theology that would wish 
to tell us that the rose, like the lily, 
does indeed grow for a reason, as a 
means to an end, as an answer to the 
“final (be)cause,” this being “for the 
glory of God.” But for all its pious 
intentions, such a “for the glory of 
God” perspective takes us back to 
the instrumental view of creation 
that Silesius helps us see beyond. 
For those who seek a different kind 
of revelation, by contrast, the good 
news is that creation shines with 
God’s glory not because it strives to 
clothe itself, or pursues a “be all and 
end all,” but as a gift of grace; as an 
expression of an original blessing, 
and a parable and promise of the 
Kingdom in which God will be “all 
in all.”

Though this point might be 
completely lost in a certain kind of 
teleological theologizing, it is not 
far from the post-secular outlook 
of the “plastic bag scene” in Ameri-
can Beauty. All of which makes me 
wonder whether the “without a why” 
might help us understand what some 
may be saying when they describe 
themselves as “spiritual not reli-
gious.” Perhaps in the desire for a 
spirituality “without” religion, there 
is a desire not for the aimless wander-
ing we may fear, but for the meaning 
beyond purpose that we need. 

Indeed, if I simply go with this 
line of thought, I better understand 
how and why getting on the same 
wavelength as spiritually aware non-
Christians can happen so naturally. 
Far from relativizing my faith, this 
deepens my sense that God is at 
work and at play in the world, and 
leaves me thankful for a grace that 
my schooling at ICS has helped me 
find. 

Grace. . . 
continued

P E R S P E C T I V E :  T E L L  U S 

A B O U T  Y O U R  C U R R E N T 

W O R K  A N D  I T S  I M PA C T 

I N  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y  Y O U 

S E R V E :

R I C K  VA N M A N E N :  I am an 
Assistant Professor in the English 
department at Kosin University in 
Busan, South Korea and a Mission 
Partner with Resonate Global Mis-
sion, a mission organization of the 
Christian Reformed Church. 

I teach general English courses 
and some electives in English litera-
ture including the Bible as Literature 
and Storytelling. I also teach philoso-
phy and theology in the international 
Master of Divinity program which is 
made up primarily of students from 
Africa and China. 

In addition to my teaching duties, 
I do campus ministry with inter-
national graduate and undergraduate 
students from China, the Philip-
pines, Uganda, Ghana, and Mexico. 
My ministry consists of weekly 
gatherings for discussion, one-on-one 
pastoral care, and occasional preach-
ing in the English chapel. 

D I D  Y O U R  T I M E  AT  I C S 

E N A B L E  Y O U  T O  E N G A G E 

M O R E  D E E P LY  W I T H  A N Y 

PA R T I C U L A R  A S P E C T  O F 

Y O U R  W O R K ?

It seems that university students 
in Korea have many of the same 
anxieties about the future, about 
relationships, and about faith as their 
Canadian counterparts. My goal has 
been to create spaces where partici-
pants feel safe to ask the questions, 
make the comments, and express the 
doubts that are on their minds and in 
their hearts. 

International students’ anxiety 
can be compounded by their distance 
from their home communities. 
Campus Ministry offers them a home 
away from home, a place where they 
can be cared for and encouraged by 
one another. 

An important component of my 
campus ministry is also to help stu-
dents articulate the way their faith 
intersects with the academic life. It 
was at ICS where I came to under-
stand and appreciate God’s call to 
the academic life. To be a student is 
a calling. Students sometimes think 
that university is a hurdle that has 
to be overcome to get to their actual 
vocation. University isn’t merely 
a stepping stone to one’s occupa-
tion. God calls us into the academic 
life, calls us into a studious kind of 
discipleship. Writing papers, doing 
research, reading books, going to 
class or conferences, all of these are 
spiritual acts of worship. It’s in these 
activities that we fulfill Jesus’ com-
mand to love God with our minds.

Christian Scholarship as Vocation:
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in Context

W A S  T H E R E  S O M E T H I N G 

A B O U T  Y O U R  T I M E  AT 

I C S  T H AT  P R E PA R E D  Y O U 

F O R  W H E R E  Y O U  F I N D 

Y O U R S E L F  N O W ?

ICS taught me the skill of critical 
thinking and helped me understand 
the hard work of wrestling with and 
questioning scripture and tradition 
in ways that exposed my blind spots. 
James Olthuis taught me how to 
read texts with a spirit of openness 
and hospitality. I only had a brief 
time with Nik Ansell but I appreci-
ated his playfulness and wisdom. 
Sylvia Keesmaat was my advisor and 
has had the greatest influence on me. 
Every time she opened the Bible I 
learned something new. Sylvia helped 
me read the Scriptures with new 
eyes and I continue to try to emu-
late her graciousness, wisdom, and 
justice when I invite students into 
the biblical story. My ICS experience 
has allowed me to guide students 
along similar paths of (re)engage-
ment with their own traditions and 
ways of reading scripture. My time at 
ICS has also encouraged me to listen 
to the insights of students from 
different backgrounds and cultures. 
These insights continue to challenge 
and critique the way I see the world, 
the Bible, and the life of faith, which 
is admittedly from a Western and 
Northern point of view.

An Interview with Rick VanManen

H A S  Y O U R  C U R R E N T  W O R K 

S H E D  A N Y  N E W  L I G H T 

O N  T H E  S I G N I F I C A N C E 

O F  Y O U R  E D U C AT I O N A L 

E X P E R I E N C E  AT  I C S ?

At ICS I learned that academic 
faithfulness has to do with the 
understanding that the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ, the ground of Chris-
tian faith and worship, is also the 
ground of Christian thinking about 
God, about the world, and about 
history. In academic life, God calls 
us to think about biology, physics, 
drama, history, literature—all things 
through the lens of the resurrection. 
Through such thinking Christians 
may be better equipped to “give an 
answer for the hope that we have.”

ICS has instilled in me a sensitivity 
to others that helps prevent me from 
imposing my ideas on them as if I’m 
the only one who is in the know. This 
is key in a world that is increasingly 
being overwhelmed by social media 
comment sections. This sensitivity was 
developed in large part through the 
seminar style utilized in ICS classes. 
The collegiality and collaboration 
that shapes that educational practice 
has been very influential on me and I 
make use of it in most of my classes. 
Learning together emphasizes the 
shared wisdom of a community. Such 
learning shaped me into a posture 
of generosity and hospitality toward 
new ideas, rather than criticism and 
suspicion. My learning with the ICS 
community has taught me that the 
wisdom God has infused into creation 
is available to all image bearers from 
every culture and tradition, and we 
are all on a journey with and toward 
Wisdom. Abba Antony said, “Our life 
and our death is with our neighbour. 
If we gain our neighbour, we have 
gained God, but if we scandalise our 
neighbour, we have sinned against 
Christ.” This is what I have learned at 
ICS and what I endeavour to pass on in 
the multi-cultural environment into 
which God has called me. 

I S  T H E R E  A N Y T H I N G  Y O U 

W O U L D  L I K E  T O  S AY  T O 

P R O S P E C T I V E  S T U D E N T S 

A B O U T  T H E  F O R M AT I O N 

O F F E R E D  AT  I C S ?

That God has called you into the 
academic life is good news. It means 
that you are meant to be at ICS. And 
that is an encouraging thought. In 
those moments of failure and frustra-
tion, during those periods of anxiety 
and stress, you may take comfort 
in the fact that you are supposed 
to be here, that God has called you 
into the hard work of thinking and 
writing, and God will provide what 
you need to fulfill this calling. Your 
calling into the academic life is also 
good news for the Church. Whatever 
vocation you end up pursuing after 
your time at ICS, here is the place 
where you develop the intellectual 
skills the Church needs for the sake 
of building up the Body of Christ. 
The Church needs you to ask the 
questions no one else is asking, to 
push the boundaries of our knowl-
edge, and to reaffirm the strength of 
tested wisdom. Finally, your calling 
into the academic life is good news 
for the world because your education 
is meant to be for the benefit of all 
of humanity. What you receive at 
ICS you are called to give back for 
the redemption of all of God’s good 
creation. So enjoy your time at ICS. 
Read generously, listen carefully, 
and speak humbly. Offer to God the 
skills you master, the knowledge you 
learn, and the wisdom you are given. 

Rick  
VanManen
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tions and calling: How can I think of 
my academic vocation in relation to 
the Kingdom? Would I indulge my 
academic itch or continue teaching 
in secondary school? Am I selfish for 
wanting to return to school or are 
academics helpful for my commu-
nity? Taking the time to dwell with 
each of these questions in turn has 
ultimately led me to make the shift 
from secondary school teaching to 
doctoral studies.

Having begun the doctoral pro-
gram at ICS, I continue to encounter 
the thoughtfulness that I tasted in 
World-Viewing. Such thoughtfulness 
lends itself to finding kernels of truth 
in thinkers whose thought might ini-
tially seem off-putting. Jim Olthuis’ 

recent seminar 
on Slavoj Žižek 
was a case in 
point. In slowly 
and deliber-
ately unpacking 
Žižek’s writings, 
spanning much 
of his corpus, 

my classmates and I were able to 
understand the underlying frame-
work of Žižek’s thought. With this 
understanding, we teased out Žižek’s 
most poignant insights regarding the 
human condi-
tion, such as his 
assertion that 
humans can-
not effectively 
self-secure 
their identities 
without the 
imposition of an 
artificial fantasy. 
Likewise, Nik 
Ansell’s Bibli-
cal Foundations 
seminar applies 
that same 
thoughtfulness 
to Scripture. By 
not presuming 
mastery over 

the meaning of Scripture, Scrip-
ture comes alive. Thoughtfulness 
thereby defines a new relationship 
to Scripture in which wrestling is 
paramount. 

Even though I came out of that 
first World-Viewing course uncon-
vinced of the utility of worldview as 
a concept, my time spent there was 
far from a waste. I came out of that 
course with the tools and disposi-
tion to carefully unpack how I am 
and how I want to be in the world. 
Instead of a final understanding of 
worldview, I came away with an 
ever-increasing ability to take time to 
question my direction in the midst of 
my journey—to question not brutally 
nor half-heartedly, but thoughtfully. 
Implicit in such thoughtfulness is 
a humility—that I am unable to 
quench my questioning—and a 
confidence—that such questioning is 
ordained by God. My journey to ICS 
has allowed me to see that although 
at some point those questions squeeze 
through the porous walls of academia, 
they can only be partially addressed 
in that context. The kind of thought-
fulness that I am fostering here 
breaches the walls of ivory towers, 
bringing naïve experience into direct 
contact with academic thought. 

I came into ICS haphazardly. 
Through a confluence of cir-
cumstances, I found myself with 
time on my hands and no clear 

direction in which to take my life. I 
had left academia a few years earlier, 
and I couldn’t shake my yearning to 
stimulate my dormant academic self. 
It was in this state that I saw Gideon 
Strauss’s World-Viewing: Introduction 
to Worldview Studies seminar adver-
tised on Facebook and decided to 
join. Even though I had previously 
done some thinking on worldview, I 
had no idea what I would encounter 
when I headed into this seminar. 

During my MA at a public 
university, I had been encouraged 
to master topics and thinkers as 

quickly as possible. Once I had 
mastered one article, one book, or 
one person, I could move onto the 
next—an approach that essentially 
robbed academics of its thoughtful-
ness. In contrast, what I found and 
continue to find at ICS is a unique 
kind of intellectual care. Here, 
faculty and students approach topics 
like worldview carefully and delib-
erately, and students are encouraged 
to dwell with concepts rather than 
speed from one concept to the next. 
What a relief it has been to study 
in a graduate institution where a 
consumption-driven approach is not 
the motivating spirit! It has taught 
me to be thoughtful in a way I 
hadn’t been before. 

Gideon’s seminar had created 
the perfect space for me to face the 
decision I needed to make, giving 
me the tools to turn thoughtfulness 
into reflection on my own motiva-

A New Dwelling

by Mark 
Standish

By not presuming mastery over the meaning of Scripture, 

Scripture comes alive. Thoughtfulness thereby defines a new 

relationship to Scripture in which wrestling is paramount.
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L ast year at this time I was an 
adjunct professor at a historic 
Catholic college on the East 
Coast of the United States. I 

had a profoundly uncertain future, a 
family for which I was the sole pro-
vider, and no health benefits. Yet, at 
least if one of my closest colleagues 
is to be believed, I had something 
else that mattered more in the end: 
scrappiness. 

Now admittedly scrappiness is not 
a virtue one normally associates with 
the academic life. Indeed, one could 
be rationally skeptical as to whether 
scrappiness is a virtue at all. But it 
moved me profoundly to hear this 
from my friend—and not just because 
it was personally affirming. As it 
happens, in my estimation, scrap-
piness happens to be the distinctive 
institutional virtue of ICS. For me to 
be affirmed as scrappy was nothing 
less than to be recognized as a true 
member of a community I love. 

Scrappiness in my intended sense 
is something like a disciplining 
of one’s will towards what is just 
or good, in a way that can only be 
discerned from a place of unchosen 
humility. It is one’s willingness 
to do and say things in a way that 
surprises even oneself, given the 
unlikely circumstances in which it 
is accomplished or articulated. It 
is Ron Kuipers and Héctor Acero 
Ferrer doing the work of (at least) 
ten busy souls by spearheading the 
latest CPRSE project, creatively 
aimed at the flourishing of margin-
alized people. It is Bob Sweetman 
somehow finding overly generous 
amounts of time for each member 
of the multitudo infinita that are his 
students. Et cetera. 

Due in no small part to the faith-
ful scrappiness of ICS, I am now 
Assistant Professor of Philosophy at 
The King’s University in Edmon-
ton—a dream job, as far as I’m 
concerned. Day after day, I receive 
the gift that is evidence of another 

student’s spontaneous intellectual 
progress, made manifest in a ques-
tion whose face-value betrays a level 
of uncommon insight; people I have 
never met email me with questions 
about my latest embarrassing article 
in some academic journal I was sure 
no one actually read; my colleagues 
invite me into conversations as a 
peer, taking time to explain their 
research with the expectation that 
I will be able to contribute some-
thing of value 
in return. This 
is all true even 
though (more 
often than is 
healthy, prob-
ably) I remain 
certain that 
eventually I will 
be “found out” 
as one whose 
actual merits are not proportionate 
to these precious rewards. 

This might seem like false humil-
ity. However, besides being standard 
grad student psychology, as I get 
older I’m increasingly convinced 
that it has something to do with one 
particularly vivid memory I have of 
my father. I was around eight years 
old and a boy (which is shorthand for 
one whose fidelity is to equal parts 
stupidity and confidence). No vivid 
memory is solely visual, and so the 
sternness of Dad’s rebuke when I 
thoughtlessly laughed off the idea of 
going to college someday reverber-
ates as strongly now as it did then. 
“You’re going to college,” he stated, 
efficiently employing every bit of his 
imposing stature to put an end to my 
half-thought declaration. 

The embarrassment and fear that 
struck me then is palpable now. My 
dad didn’t go to college, despite hav-
ing a full scholarship offer from the 
University of New Mexico to play 
baseball. Instead, he raced motor-
cycles on sketchy, semi-professional 
circuits in California deserts, acquir-

ing more injuries than pay in the 
process. Eventually (obviously) he had 
to stop, so he got a real job working 
on aircraft carrier scaffolds in San 
Diego. Scrappiness was for him a 
way of life, as it is for all people who 
must work with their hands for a 
living. Unfortunately he wasn’t quite 
scrappy enough (to put the point a 
bit crassly), since a downward spiral 
of chronic knee pain, alcoholism, and 
abusive behaviour ended with his 

suicide when I was fourteen years old. 
It is difficult to speak clearly 

about such matters, but I cannot 
help but think that the wise hand 
of providentia led me to study at the 
highest level at a place that is quite 
literally sustained by people like my 
dad at his best. One of my deepest 
desires is to share with my father 
the gifts that institutions like ICS 
have bestowed on my life, even if 
doing so will have to wait until the 
life after this one. And this is true 
not only because of what I don’t have 
to do, but more properly because I 
know that beneath the alienation of 
my perceived fraudulence lies a more 
authentic gratitude for what I do 
get to do: namely, remember Christ’s 
death, proclaim his resurrection, and 
await his coming in glory—and to 
do so with accordant scrappiness. 

In Praise of Scrappiness

by Joshua 
Harris

Scrappiness in my intended sense is something like a 

disciplining of one’s will towards what is just or good, 

in a way that can only be discerned from a place of 

unchosen humility.
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