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Background: Secular higher education is often presented as a neutral domain of
knowledge transmission, yet it functions as a formative space in which truth
claims, moral norms, identity, and belonging are constantly negotiated. For
Christian academics, this raises a pressing question: how can the educator’s role
be understood as legitimate ministry without collapsing into privatized faith,
coercive religious influence, or pluralist relativism? Purpose: This article
develops a biblically grounded, academically rigorous, and contextually
informed framework for understanding educator practice as Christian ministry
in contemporary secular higher education. Method: The study employed a
critical integrative review of secondary data, synthesizing 24 substantive
sources published between 2017 and 2026, including 17 peer-reviewed articles
and 7 institutional or policy reports. Working from a Christian realist and Sola
Scriptura stance, the review integrated scholarship on secular institutional
culture, student wellbeing, belonging, spirituality, vocation, relational pedagogy,
and worldview contestation. Results: Five major patterns emerged. First, the
secular university is not neutral but morally and epistemically directional.
Second, contemporary students learn under conditions of digital saturation, Al
normalization, psychological strain, and weakened meaning structures. Third,
belonging, trust, and teacher-student relationships materially shape learning and
resilience. Fourth, Christian vocation scholarship strongly supports academic
labor as calling, yet often under-specifies its evangelistic telos in secular
settings. Fifth, educator ministry is best understood as a Christocentric practice
of epistemic stewardship, relational care, moral modeling, vocational
discernment, worldview challenge, and explicit yet non-coercive gospel
witness. Conclusion: The article argues that faithful educator ministry in
secular universities must preserve academic credibility and ethical restraint
while remaining explicitly ordered to Christ rather than to generic moral uplift,
procedural neutrality, or relativist pluralism.

Keywords: Christian higher education; secular higher education; educator
ministry; Christian vocation; relational pedagogy; student belonging; gospel
witness
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background to the study

Higher education is one of the principal arenas in
which late-modern persons negotiate truth, identity,
moral authority, social belonging, and future
purpose. The university no longer functions merely
as a site of credentialing or content transfer. It is
also an ecosystem of formation in which students
are shaped by classroom interaction, institutional
norms, digital media, administrative expectations,
peer cultures, and disciplinary assumptions about
what counts as knowledge and what counts as a
legitimate public claim. This formative view of
education is consistent with mission-driven learning
theory, which argues that knowledge and
competence should be ordered toward life mission
rather than reduced to credential accumulation
(Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025a). The educator
therefore occupies a formative location, whether or
not the institution acknowledges that formation is

occurring.

That location has become more consequential under
present educational conditions. Contemporary
undergraduates learn amid algorithmically mediated
attention, heavy social-media exposure, expanding
mental-health strain, polarization around morality
and identity, and rapid normalization of generative
Al. The Digital Education Council (2024) reported
that 86% of surveyed students already use Al in
their studies and that a majority do not feel
adequately prepared for an Al-intensive future.
UNESCO likewise emphasizes human agency,
critical thinking, and ethics as urgent priorities in
Al-shaped education. These developments raise the
importance of the lecturer not simply as a
transmitter of information, but as a guide in
judgment, truthfulness, integrity, and wise use of

knowledge.

At the same time, the contemporary student body

frequently studies under emotional and existential
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pressure. The American College Health Association
(2025) reported that 30% of students said anxiety
negatively affected their academics and that more
than 65% agreed or strongly agreed that they felt
they belonged at their institution, which implies
both the importance and fragility of belonging. The
Healthy Minds Study similarly reported high levels
of depressive symptoms, anxiety, loneliness, and
suicidal ideation among students (UCLA Center for
Health Policy Research, 2025). These realities
matter for Christian scholarship because education
unfolds among real persons whose intellectual
performance cannot be severed from their moral,

relational, and spiritual condition.

The religious and worldview context of higher
education also remains unsettled. Recent Pew
Research Center analyses suggest that the long
decline of Christianity in the United States has
slowed, but young adults remain markedly less
religious than older cohorts, and there is no clear
evidence of a nationwide religious revival among
them (Pew Research Center, 2025a, 2025b).
Research on elite secular campuses shows that
students with salient religious commitments often
perceive faith as socially marked, intellectually
suspect, or morally regressive, and therefore engage
in various forms of identity management and
boundary work (Horwitz et al., 2026). In other
words, Christian educators teach in institutions
where religion is not absent but contested,

repositioned, and often domesticated.

From a biblical standpoint, these developments do
not render academic vocation spiritually peripheral.
Scripture presents Christ as the one in whom all
things hold together and in whom all the treasures
of wisdom and knowledge are hidden (Colossians
1:17; Colossians 2:3). Christian service in
education therefore concerns more than generic
benevolence or institutional citizenship More
faith-and-work

broadly, recent Christian

The Educator as a Christian Minister in Education



Open Journal of Business Theology

scholarship argues that the sacred-secular divide
must be rejected and that professional life should be
understood as an arena of worship, discipleship,
and ethical witness under the lordship of Christ
(Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025b). It concerns teaching
truthfully under the lordship of Christ, loving
students justly, and bearing witness to the One who
is himself the truth (John 14:6).

1.2 Problem statement

The scholarship relevant to Christian educator
ministry in secular higher education is substantial
but fragmented. One body of research explores
student belonging, persistence, and relational
pedagogy; another investigates worldview diversity
and religious climate; another studies spirituality,
meaning, and resilience; another reflects on
vocation in Christian higher education; and another
addresses the ethical and pedagogical implications
of  digital transformation. = What remains
underdeveloped is an integrated account of how the
ordinary practices of academic work in secular
institutions can function as Christian ministry
without collapsing either into quietist privatization

or into coercive misuse of academic power.

This gap is not merely conceptual. In practice,
Christian lecturers are often pulled toward one of
three inadequate models. The first is procedural
neutrality, which assumes that professionalism
requires faith to remain functionally silent. The
second is generic pluralist accommodation, which
treats all ultimate claims as equally valid and
therefore abandons the uniqueness of Christ. The
third is unreflective activism, which attempts overt
religious influence without sufficient attention to
ethics, institutional boundaries, or disciplinary
credibility. None of these models is adequate to the
present moment or to biblical teaching. Christian
academics need a more rigorous framework that is
intellectually serious, contextually alert, ethically

responsible, and explicitly Christocentric.
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1.3 Research Objectives

1.3.1 General Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study is to develop a biblically
grounded, academically rigorous, and contextually
informed framework for understanding how the
educator role can function as Christian ministry
within contemporary secular higher education
through  teaching,

mentoring,  assessment,

supervision,  curriculum  design,  scholarly

participation, and appropriate verbal witness.

1.3.2 Research specific objectives

The study pursues four objectives. First, it analyses
the institutional and generational conditions that
characterize = contemporary  secular  higher
education. Second, it critically reviews relevant
scholarship on vocation, pedagogy, belonging,
worldview contestation, spirituality, and student
resilience. Third, it synthesizes these literatures into
a Christocentric conceptual framework for educator
ministry.  Fourth, it identifies  practical
recommendations for Christians serving in lecturer

and related academic vocations.

1.4 Research questions

The review is guided by the following questions:
(1) What features of contemporary secular higher
education shape the possibilities and constraints of
Christian educator ministry? (2) How does the
literature describe the relationships among
vocation, pedagogy, belonging, worldview
contestation, spirituality, and student formation? (3)
In what ways can the educator role be understood
as a mode of Christian ministry in secular
institutions? (4) What conceptual framework best
explains faithful, academically credible, and
evangelically  purposeful  Christian educator

practice in contemporary universities?

1.5 Significance of the study

The article is significant in four respects.

Theoretically, it integrates literatures that are
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usually treated separately. Practically, it provides a
framework for Christian lecturers who want to
teach faithfully in nonconfessional institutions.
Educationally, it clarifies how ordinary pedagogical
acts shape student trust, belonging, discernment,
and vocational imagination. Theologically, it argues
that academic work is not a spiritually neutral
career track but a legitimate field of mission,
discipleship, truth-telling, and public witness (de
Muynck et al., 2017; Wenkel, 2024).

2. Literature Review and Conceptual
Framework

2.1 The contemporary secular university as a
formative institution

A central mistake in public discussions of higher
education is the assumption that secular institutions
are simply neutral environments in which
competing beliefs are processed by autonomous
reason. In practice, universities embody thick
assumptions about the self, freedom, authority,
inclusion, progress, and the status of religious truth
claims. Lewin (2025) shows that secular
educational models often present themselves as
nonconfessional while quietly advancing universal
claims of their own. Horwitz et al. (2026) likewise
demonstrate that elite secular settings may treat
explicit religious commitment as intellectually
backward or morally suspect. These studies differ
in method and scope, yet they converge on a crucial
point: the secular university is not neutral space but

directional space.

This directional quality becomes visible in how
worldview claims are differentially welcomed or
disciplined. Interfaith America's IDEALS project,
which followed students across 122 campuses,
found both interest in bridge-building and
significant deficits in students' preparation to
navigate worldview differences (Interfaith America,
n.d.). Such findings are important, but from a

Christian standpoint they must be interpreted
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carefully. The need for better engagement across
differences does not imply that all worldviews are
equally true. It indicates, rather, that the university
is a contested social world in which questions of
truth, tolerance, and legitimacy are constantly being

negotiated.

2.2 Contemporary students: digital saturation,
strain, and meaning hunger

The present student cohort is shaped by conditions
that intensify both educational vulnerability and
educational opportunity. Al use is now mainstream
among students, yet institutional guidance remains
uneven and often insufficient (Digital Education
Council, 2024). UNESCO (n.d.) therefore stresses
ethical and human-centered digital education. This
is especially significant for Christian educators
because technologies that accelerate drafting,
searching, and summarizing do not themselves
form  judgment, integrity, @ wisdom, or
self-command. Indeed, they may intensify the
temptation to outsource thinking while preserving

the appearance of competence.

Alongside digital transformation lies substantial
psychological strain. ACHA (2025) and the Healthy
Minds Study (UCLA Center for Health Policy
Research, 2025) point to widespread anxiety,
depression, loneliness, and academic impairment.
These data do not justify sentimental pedagogy or
therapeutic substitution. They do, however, make
clear that classroom life takes place among students
whose capacities for attention, hope, and
perseverance are often under pressure. Christian
educators who imagine students as disembodied
intellects will therefore misread the human situation

before them.

The meaning dimension is equally important. Wang
and Fu's (2025) meta-analysis found robust links
between meaning in life and college students'
mental health, while Gilbertson et al. (2022) and
Lehihi et al. (2025) show that spiritual factors can
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positively relate to belonging, wellbeing, and
resilience. These findings do not establish the truth
of Christianity by themselves. They do show that
the university cannot adequately understand student
flourishing if it excludes questions of purpose,
transcendence, and ultimate orientation. Students
may reject Christian truth, but they do not cease to

be creatures who ask ultimate questions.

2.3 Biblical-theological foundations for educator
ministry

A Sola Scriptura account of educator ministry
begins not with institutional sociology but with the
identity of Christ and the authority of God's Word.
Christ is not one spiritual option among many. He is
the Lord of creation, the incarnate truth, and the
only mediator through whom sinners are reconciled
to God (John 14:6; Acts 4:12; 1 Timothy 2:5).
Salvation is by grace through faith, not by moral
self-improvement,  religious
(Ephesians  2:8-9).

Therefore, a Christian account of educational

pluralism,  or
intellectual ~ refinement
ministry cannot terminate in generic civility,

procedural tolerance, or vague spirituality.

This theological claim does not negate the need for
patience, justice, gentleness, and intellectual
honesty. Scripture commands believers to speak
truth in love, to give a reason for the hope within
them with gentleness and respect, and to take every
thought captive to obey Christ (Ephesians 4:15; 1
Peter 3:15; 2 Corinthians 10:5). In academic life
this means that scholarship, pedagogy, and
institutional participation are to be rendered as acts
of stewardship under Christ, not as neutral

performances for professional recognition alone.

Parallel work in Christian business ethics reinforces
this point by arguing that there is no sacred-secular
division in vocation, that all labor is to be offered
under Christ’s lordship, and that faithful

professional practice should be ordered by integrity,
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stewardship, servanthood, compassion, and justice
(Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025b).

Such a stance also rejects rationalism in its strong
form. Rationalism treats unaided human reason as
an autonomous tribunal over truth. Biblical
Christianity instead treats reason as a creaturely gift
that must be disciplined by revelation. Christian
educators therefore do not abandon argument,
evidence, or disciplined inquiry. They refuse,
rather, the idolatrous claim that reason is
self-grounding and religiously innocent. Wenkel
(2024) is useful here because he argues that
Christian engagement in secular education remains
possible when reason is understood within a
scripturally informed account of moral reality
rather than as an autonomous alternative to

revelation.

2.4 Christian vocation and the academic calling

The vocation literature in Christian higher
education reductionist

understandings of work. De Muynck et al. (2017)

consistently  resists

argue that vocation must be understood in relation
to God's purposes, the common good, and the
formation of persons. Recent mission-driven
learning scholarship extends this insight by arguing
that higher education should explicitly connect
competence formation to life mission, thereby
resisting the fragmentation of knowledge, vocation,
and moral purpose (Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025a).
Roels (2017) and Bowman (2023) similarly stress
that educational institutions shape how vocation is
imagined, enacted, and sustained. Payne et al.
(2023) add that vocation formation can be
intentionally  cultivated through institutional,
cohort-based, and classroom-based practices. These
studies arise mostly from confessional institutions,
yet they clarify a conceptual principle highly
relevant to secular settings: academic work is never
merely technical labor. It is directional, formative,

and morally textured. This broader
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theology-of-work logic is echoed in recent
Kingdom Integration scholarship, which treats
professional roles not as morally neutral
occupations but as contexts in which work may
become worship, discipleship, and ethical witness
when intentionally aligned with biblical norms
(Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025b).

Recent Christian scholarship also helps explain
why ministry in secular contexts should not be
dismissed as second-best labor. De Muynck and
Kunz (2023) argue that Christian educational
mission is a contextual vocation requiring
discernment in changing environments. Cockle et
al. (2024) show that Christians have created study
centers and institutes for Christian thought within
secular universities precisely because the university
remains a strategic site of intellectual and spiritual
labor. Dalziel (2022) further revisits arguments for
Christian involvement in secular universities and
highlights pathologies of contemporary academic
culture that make faithful presence both difficult

and necessary.

Recent  Kingdom  Integration  scholarship
strengthens this line of argument by insisting that
Christian vocation cannot be confined to explicitly
ecclesial labor. Rather, professional work should be
understood as an arena of worship, discipleship,
and ethical witness under the lordship of Christ. In
that account, faithful professional practice is
operationalized through integrity, stewardship,
servanthood, compassion, and justice, thereby
resisting the sacred-secular divide and framing
ordinary labor as spiritually consequential rather

than morally neutral (Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025b).

2.5 Relational pedagogy, belonging, and
formation

One of the clearest findings across higher-education
research is that students learn in and through
relationships. Allen et al. (2024) show that

belonging in higher education is multidimensional
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and closely tied to connectedness, safety,
acceptance, and institutional inclusion. Dias-Broens
et al. (2024) likewise demonstrate that the construct
of belonging is conceptually varied but consistently
important. Di Lisio et al. (2025) synthesize
evidence that positive teacher-student relationships
are associated with improved educational
outcomes, especially for vulnerable students.
Although much of that literature extends beyond
universities strictly speaking, the implications for
lecturers, supervisors, advisers, and mentors are

substantial.

For Christian analysis, these findings matter
because ministry is not confined to explicit speech.
Students interpret the credibility of educators
through  fairness, attentiveness, seriousness,
patience, and the felt congruence between what
teachers say and what they do. A lecturer who
explains clearly, marks justly, receives questions
without contempt, and refuses humiliation already
exercises a form of embodied witness. This does
not replace evangelistic speech. It prepares the
moral and relational conditions under which

truthful speech may be heard.

2.6 Gaps in existing scholarship

Despite the richness of the relevant literature, three
gaps remain. First, most empirical studies of
belonging, wellbeing, and relational pedagogy are
not written from explicitly Christian theological
commitments. Second, most Christian vocation
literature addresses confessional institutions rather
than ordinary lecturer practice in secular
universities. Third, literature on worldview
diversity often treats pluralism as a civic end in
itself rather than as a descriptive institutional
condition requiring Christian discernment. What is
lacking, then, is an integrated framework that keeps
together empirical evidence about students,

theological clarity about the gospel, and practical
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wisdom about academic life under secular

Christocentric Educator Ministry
governance. in secular higher education

Author's synthesis of the reviewed rature and biblical-theological analysis

2.7 Conceptual framework
Contextual pressures and institutional conditions

The conceptual framework advanced in this article f o . , h
¢ |Institutional non-neutrality and contested truth claims
may be termed Christocentric educator mznzstry It ¢ Digital saturation, Al expansion, and judgment pressures
e Student anxiety, loneliness, and weakened meaning structures
treats secular higher education as a contested « Pluralism as institutional condition, not theological ideal

formative environment and the educator as a

steward of truth, relationships, discipline-specific \ J
knowledge, and witness. In this framework, six l
domains structure educator ministry: epistemic Six domains of educator ministry

stewardship, relational care, moral modeling, Epistemic stewardship

vocational discernment, worldview challenge, and
Relational care

gospel witness. These domains operate within

institutional constraints and seek proximate Moral modeling

educational goods such as trust, belonging,
. . Vocational discernment
resilience, and discernment. Yet they are not

spiritually ~ neutral. Their ultimate Christian Worldview challenge

orientation is witness to Christ, while conversion
itself remains the work of God through the Word
and Spirit (Romans 10:17).

Gospel witness

N N N N NN
——

Ethical boundary

Witness must remain genuinely Christian yet non-coercive and
must never be tied to grades, status, or institutional power.

|

Proximate educational goods

(et ] [ e )
=
|

Ultimate Christian telos:
faithful witness to Jesus Christ

Conversion remains the work of God through the Word and Spirit (Romans
10:17), not the product of pedagogical control.

Figure 1. Christocentric educator ministry in secular
higher education. Note. The framework situates educator
ministry within the pressures of secular higher education,
organizes the role through six interrelated domains,
distinguishes proximate educational goods from the
ultimate telos of faithful witness to Jesus Christ, and marks
coercive use of academic authority as outside legitimate
practice. Source: Author’s synthesis of the reviewed
literature and biblical-theological analysis.
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3. Methodology

3.1 Research design

The article employed a critical integrative review of
secondary data. An integrative design was
appropriate because the research problem spans
empirical higher-education research, theology,
educational philosophy, and policy reporting.
Unlike a narrow meta-analysis limited to one
outcome or population, the present question
requires theoretical synthesis across heterogeneous
evidence streams. The review therefore combined
peer-reviewed studies, conceptual articles, and
high-quality institutional reports in order to
construct a coherent explanatory framework
(Whittemore & Knafl, 2005).

The review was systematic in intent but integrative
in purpose. It was systematic in that sources were
identified  through criteria-driven  searching,
screening, and appraisal. It was integrative in that
the goal was not merely to aggregate effect sizes
but to explain how contemporary higher education
conditions, student development, vocation, and
biblical theology converge in the educator role.
PRISMA-informed logic guided transparency in
source identification and retention, but the article
does not present itself as a full medical-style
systematic review protocol because the aim is
conceptual integration rather than exhaustive causal

estimation (Page et al., 2021).

3.2 Epistemological and theological stance

The study proceeded from a Christian realist stance.
Critical realism was useful because it acknowledges
that institutions, cultural logics, and pedagogical
relationships are real mechanisms that shape
educational outcomes even when interpreted
differently by participants. At the same time, the
study was explicitly theological rather than
religiously neutral. Sola Scriptura functioned as the

governing norm for final theological judgment.

2788-709X Vol.6(1), 2026

Scriptural texts were therefore treated not as
devotional decorations but as authoritative
interpretive sources for defining ministry, truth,

salvation, and the moral ends of education.

This stance also entailed a principled rejection of
autonomous rationalism. The review used reason,
analysis, and evidence extensively, but treated them
as ministerial rather than magisterial. In other
words, disciplined reasoning served the task of
understanding reality under God rather than
assuming authority over God's revelation. This
explicit confessional location is methodologically
preferable to pretending neutrality, because it
makes the study's commitments visible and

therefore open to scrutiny.

3.3 Search strategy and source selection

The  search

database-style searching with targeted retrieval of

process combined  purposive
authoritative reports. Search terms included
combinations of Christian educator, Christian
faculty, vocation, higher education, secular
university, worldview

belonging, diversity,

interfaith, spirituality, mental health,
teacher-student relationship, and Al in education.
Sources were retained when they directly
illuminated one or more of the article's focal
constructs: educator vocation, secular institutional
context, student belonging, relational pedagogy,
resilience, or

spirituality = and  meaning,

contemporary educational trends.

The final substantive corpus comprised 24 sources
published between 2017 and 2026: 17
peer-reviewed articles and 7 institutional or policy
reports. The distribution was intentional.
Peer-reviewed literature provided conceptual and
empirical depth, while reports from major
organizations supplied recent large-scale contextual
data on student wellbeing, religious change, and Al
use. Methodology handbooks used to justify review

procedures were cited separately in the reference
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list but were not counted in the substantive review

corpus.

3.4 Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Sources were included when they met four criteria.
First, they addressed higher education directly or
yielded strong conceptual transferability to
university teaching and mentoring. Second, they
were methodologically transparent or theoretically
substantial. Third, they contributed directly to the
problem under study rather than merely mentioning
religion or education tangentially. Fourth, they were
sufficiently current to illuminate contemporary
conditions, with earlier foundational works retained

only when conceptually necessary.

Sources were excluded when they were purely
polemical, lacked methodological transparency,
focused narrowly on K-12 schooling without clear
transferability, or addressed spirituality only in a
generic wellness sense disconnected from education
and formation. The review also excluded devotional
materials that offered exhortation without scholarly
engagement, as well as institutional advocacy texts

that lacked clear evidential grounding.

3.5 Quality appraisal and analytic procedures

Empirical sources were appraised for design clarity,
sample transparency, analytic adequacy, and
relevance to the review questions. Because the
corpus  contained

qualitative,  quantitative,

mixed-methods, and report-based evidence,
appraisal followed a fit-for-purpose logic informed
by the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool and by
broader integrative-review guidance (Hong et al.,
2018; Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). Conceptual
works were evaluated for argumentative coherence,
theological precision, and explanatory contribution

rather than for statistical strength.

Analysis proceeded in three stages. The first stage
was descriptive mapping of the corpus by source

type, theme, and contribution. The second stage

2788-709X Vol.6(1), 2026

was thematic synthesis, adapted from Thomas and
Harden (2008), in which recurrent patterns were
coded across the literature. The third stage was
integrative interpretation, in which the themes were
brought into conversation with biblical-theological
claims about truth, vocation, and ministry.
Reflexive thematic analysis principles were used to
keep the interpretive process explicit and
self-critical (Byrne, 2022).

3.6 Trustworthiness, reflexivity, and ethics

Trustworthiness ~ was  strengthened  through
transparent criteria, explicit conceptual definitions,
source triangulation, and attention to disconfirming
or tension-producing evidence. The study did not
assume that secular educational literature would
automatically support a Christocentric account, nor
that Christian sources would automatically answer
contemporary institutional questions. Reflexive
awareness was therefore required throughout,
especially because the confessional commitments
of the study could otherwise tempt premature

closure.

No human participants were involved because the
article is based entirely on secondary data. Ethical
integrity nevertheless required accurate
representation of sources, clear differentiation
between empirical findings and theological
judgments, and refusal to instrumentalize student

suffering for rhetorical effect.
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2

Analytical Workflow of the
Critical Integrative Reviﬁew

Methodological logic

ported in Sections 3.1-3.

4 A
1. Search strategy and targeted retrieval
Purposive database-style searching and targeted collection of
authoritative reports using construct-linked search terms.
. l J
4 N\
2. Inclusion and exclusion screening
Retention based on higher-education relevance, methodological
transparency or theoretical substance, direct contribution to the
problem, and contemporary relevance.
(& l J/
4 N
3. Fit-for-purpose quality appraisal
Empirical studies assessed for design clarity, sample
transparency, analytic adequacy, and relevance; conceptual
works assessed for coherence and explanatory contribution.
. l J
4 A
4. Descriptive mapping of corpus
Sources mapped by type, theme, and contribution across the
substantive corpus of 24 sources.
N\ i J
4 B
5. Thematic synthesis
Recurrent patterns coded across the literature using a thematic
synthesis logic adapted from Thomas and Harden (2008).
. l J
4 N\
6. Integrative biblical-theological
interpretation
Themes brought into conversation with biblical claims about
truth, vocation, ministry, and the moral ends of education.
. J

Output: a Christocentric explanatory
framework for educator ministry in
secular higher education

PRISMA-informed transparency guided the review, but this is a methodological
workflow schematic rather than a numerical PRISMA flowchart.

788-709X Vol.6(1), 2026

Figure 2. Analytical workflow of the critical integrative review.
Note. The schematic translates the method reported in Sections
3.1-3.6 into a methodological workflow comprising search
strategy and targeted retrieval, inclusion and exclusion
screening, fit-for-purpose appraisal, descriptive mapping,
thematic  synthesis, and integrative biblical-theological
interpretation. It is a methodological workflow schematic, not
a numerical PRISMA flowchart.

4. Results

4.1 Overview of the review corpus

The substantive corpus contained 24 sources.
Seventeen were peer-reviewed journal articles
of
education, Christian higher education, psychology,

spanning  higher education, philosophy
and educational research. Seven were institutional
or policy reports from recognized organizations.
The corpus was strongest in three areas: student
pedagogy,
wellbeing and meaning, and Christian vocation in

belonging and relational student

higher education. It was thinner in directly
empirical work on explicitly Christian lecturers
laboring inside secular universities. That thinness
itself became a finding because it showed where

scholarship remains underdeveloped.

Table 1. Composition of the Integrative Review Corpus by Evidence Stream and Analytical Contribution

Evidence stream

Student belonging and
relational pedagogy

Spirituality, meaning, and
resilience

Secular campus climate and
worldview contestation

Christian vocation and
mission in higher education

Contemporary educational
trends and student condition

n

7

Illustrative sources

Allen et al.; Dias-Broens et al.;

Di Lisio et al.

Gilbertson et al.; Lehihi et al.;
Wang and Fu

Horwitz et al.; Lewin; Interfaith
America; Pew Research Center

de Muynck et al.; Roels;

Bowman; Payne et al.; Cockle et

al.

ACHA; UCLA Center; Digital

Education Council; UNESCO

Contribution to synthesis

Showed that belonging, trust, and teacher-student
relationships materially shape learning and
persistence.

Established that existential orientation and spiritual
variables remain educationally consequential.

Clarified that universities are not neutral but
contested spaces for religious identity and truth
claims.

Provided theological and institutional language for
treating academic work as calling and mission.

Supplied current evidence on Al use, mental-health
strain, belonging, and educational disruption.

Note. n = number of substantive sources synthesized in the review. Methodology handbooks cited only to justify review procedures were

not counted in the substantive corpus.
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Composition of the Integrative
Review Cor;gus_ b¥p Evidence Stream

stantive cOrpus: 24 sources

[ 17 peer-reviewed articles | 7 reports J
e N
Student belonging and relational
pedagogy 5
( sources
\. J
~
Spirituality, meaning, and resilience
( sources
\. J
e N
Secular campus climate and worldview
contestation 4
( sources
\. J
e N
Christian vocation and mission in
higher education 5
¢ sources
\. J
e N
Contemporary educational trends and
student condition 7
¢ \ sources
\ J

Figure 3. Composition of the integrative review corpus by
evidence stream. Note. The chart visualizes the distribution of
the 24 substantive sources across the five evidence streams
reported in Table 1. The substantive corpus comprised 17
peer-reviewed journal articles and 7 institutional or policy
reports.

4.2 The secular university is formative rather
than neutral

Across the corpus, the first major finding was that
secular higher education functions as a formative
institution rather than a neutral platform for
information exchange. This finding did not rest on
one source alone. Lewin (2025) showed that
supposedly nonconfessional educational approaches
still carry universalizing assumptions. Horwitz et
al. (2026) demonstrated that religious students at an
elite university navigated symbolic boundaries in
response to faith being framed as intellectually
suspect. Pew Research Center (2025a, 2025b)
showed that younger adults are less religious
overall, which helps explain why explicit Christian
conviction may feel socially countercultural in
many academic settings. Interfaith America (n.d.)
further documented that students often value
bridge-building but remain underprepared for

serious worldview engagement.
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Taken together, these sources show that the
university already catechizes. It catechizes through
silence and visibility, through what may be said
easily and what must be defended, through which
identities are presumed to be mature and which are
presumed to require justification. The implication is
crucial for Christian educators. Teaching in a
secular institution does not mean working in a
worldview vacuum. It means working in a space
where rival accounts of the good, the true, and the

human are already active.

4.3 Contemporary students are intellectually
connected but morally and emotionally strained

The second finding concerned the condition of
contemporary students. Multiple evidence streams
converged here. The Digital Education Council
(2024) showed that Al tools are already woven into
UNESCO (n.d.)

emphasized that ethics, human agency, and critical

ordinary study practices.
judgment are central educational concerns in this
environment. ACHA (2025) and the Healthy Minds
Study (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research,
2025) documented substantial burdens of anxiety,
depression, loneliness, and academic impairment.
Wang and Fu (2025) demonstrated the importance
of meaning in life for mental health, while
Gilbertson et al. (2022) and Lehihi et al. (2025)
linked spiritual or transcendence-related variables

to wellbeing, belonging, and resilience.

The cumulative picture is of students who are not
merely distracted but often existentially disoriented.
They have access to unprecedented quantities of
information and unprecedented tools for processing
it, yet many lack stable moral frameworks, durable
attention, and hopeful accounts of human purpose.
This does not mean students are passive victims of
technology or culture. It does mean that educator
ministry in the present moment must address more

than content mastery. It must also reckon with the
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formation of judgment, attention, hope, and the

ability to interpret life under pressure.

4.4 Belonging and relational pedagogy are not
soft extras

A third finding was the centrality of belonging and
relational pedagogy. Allen et al. (2024) and
Dias-Broens et al. (2024) differ in emphasis, but
both show that belonging is not reducible to
sentiment. It relates to safety, recognition, social
connection, and institutional fit. Di Lisio et al.
(2025) further show that positive teacher-student
relationships predict stronger educational outcomes,
particularly = among  vulnerable  populations.
Although not every study in this stream is located
specifically in universities, the relevance to higher
education is clear because university learning also

occurs through trust, regard, and perceived fairness.

This finding is especially important for Christian
analysis because it clarifies how ministry may be
exercised through normal educational practice.
Clear explanations, honest feedback, fair grading,
serious listening, and disciplined kindness are not
spiritually empty acts. They can become modes of
neighbor-love that counter humiliation,
indifference, and cynicism. At the same time, the
literature also warns against reducing belonging to
a purely therapeutic or administrative objective.
Belonging that is detached from truth can become
merely affective management. The Christian
educator must therefore hold together welcome and

moral seriousness.

4.5 Christian vocation literature legitimizes
academic labor as calling but often
under-specifies its evangelistic telos

The fourth finding emerged from the Christian
higher-education literature. De Muynck et al.
(2017), Roels (2017), Bowman (2023), and Payne
et al. (2023) strongly support the idea that
educational work may be understood vocationally

rather than merely occupationally. De Muynck and
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Kunz (2023) further argue that Christian mission in
education is contextual and must be rediscovered in
changing conditions. Cockle et al. (2024) show that
Christians continue to establish intellectual and
formative ministries at secular universities because
those sites remain spiritually strategic. Dalziel
(2022) similarly treats Christian engagement in

secular universities as both possible and necessary.

Yet this literature often leaves a crucial issue
underdeveloped. Because much of it arises within
confessional institutions or adjacent Christian
centers, it does not always specify how the
Christian educator inside a formally secular
classroom should relate vocation to explicit gospel
witness. Vocation is often described in broad terms
such as common good, holistic formation, or
mission. Those are important categories, but they
can become thin if they are not anchored in the
uniqueness of Christ and the necessity of faith in
him. The present synthesis therefore concludes that
vocation language is necessary but insufficient

unless it remains evangelically specified.

4.6 Educator ministry is best understood as a
Christ-directed synthesis of scholarship, care,
and witness

The final and most synthetic finding was that the
educator role 1is best conceptualized as a
Christ-directed  integration of six domains:
epistemic stewardship, relational care, moral
modeling, vocational discernment, worldview
challenge, and gospel witness. No single source
named all six domains. Rather, they emerged
through thematic integration of the corpus and
through biblical-theological judgment. A related
Kingdom Integration framework developed in
Christian business ethics likewise identifies
integrity, stewardship, servanthood, compassion,
and justice as operational pillars of faithful
professional practice, thereby supporting the
present article’s insistence that educator ministry

must be embodied through credible ethical conduct
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rather than reduced to verbal profession alone
(Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025b). Empirical studies
supported the relational, formative, and contextual
dimensions. Christian vocation literature supported
the calling dimension. Scriptural teaching supplied
the final theological direction, namely that all such
labor must be ordered toward faithful witness to
Christ rather than to pluralist equilibrium or moral

uplift alone.

This synthesis also clarified an important boundary.

Christian educator ministry should be explicit

2788-709X Vol.6(1), 2026

enough to remain genuinely Christian, yet
restrained enough to avoid coercion. Because
lecturers possess institutional authority over
students, they must not manipulate vulnerability or
tie academic reward to religious receptivity. The
literature on belonging and trust, when read
alongside biblical commands for gentleness and
integrity, supports a model in which witness is
truthful, invitational, and ethically bounded rather

than authoritarian.

Table 2. Major Themes Emerging From the Integrative Review and Their Implications for Christocentric

Educator Ministry
Theme Key evidence
Institutional Lewin; Horwitz et al.; Pew Research

non-neutrality Center; Interfaith America

ACHA; UCLA Center; Digital
Education Council; UNESCO

Student vulnerability
and digital pressure

Allen et al.; Dias-Broens et al.; Di

Belonging and trust | /= " )

Spirituality, meaning,

resilience and Fu

de Muynck et al.; Roels; Bowman;

Vocation and mission Payne et al.; Cockle et al.

Gilbertson et al.; Lehihi et al.; Wang

Implication for educator ministry

Christian academics must recognize that classrooms
already contain rival liturgies of truth and personhood.

Teaching must cultivate judgment, integrity, and hope,
not only efficiency and output.

Relational credibility is a serious pedagogical and
ministerial responsibility.

Students remain open to ultimate questions even inside
secular institutions.

Academic work can be ministry when ordered to Christ
and not reduced to careerism.

Note. Themes were generated through integrative thematic synthesis of the reviewed literature and then interpreted through the study's

biblical-theological framework.

Figure 1. Christocentric educator ministry in secular higher education

s ) s
Context

& Secular institution

# Digital saturation and
Al b oy ing

# Mental strain and
loneliness

#» Moral modeling

& Worldview contestation A

@ Gospel witness

Educator ministry domains

@ Epistemic stewardship

# Relational eare and

# Vocational discernment

» Worldview challenge

-
Proximate educational outcomes

¢ Trustworthy climate

& Deeper discernment
# Stronger resilience

& Openings for ulimate
questions

Ultimate Christian telos

& Faithful witness to
P Christ

# [ruthlul mvitatson

& Repentance and faith
are God's work

Figure 1. Christocentric educator ministry in secular higher education. Source: Author's synthesis of the reviewed literature and

biblical-theological analysis. The framework treats pluralism as an institutional condition, not as a theological ideal. Proximate

educational goods are real and important, but the ultimate Christian telos remains faithful witness to Jesus Christ.
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5. Discussion

5.1 Principal argument

The central argument of this article is that Christian
ministry through the educator role in secular higher
education is both legitimate and necessary, but only
when it is understood Christologically rather than
pluralistically. The literature strongly supports the
importance of educator influence, student
belonging, relational care, and vocational
formation. Yet empirical educational literature by
itself cannot specify the final end of Christian
ministry. Scripture must do that work. Because
Christ alone is the truth and the only Savior, the
Christian educator's ministry cannot be satisfied by
producing more civil pluralists or more emotionally
regulated achievers. Those may be proximate

goods. They are not the gospel.

This conclusion clarifies a tension that often
troubles Christian academics. On the one hand,
secular institutions require fairness,
professionalism, and respect for students with
differing beliefs. On the other hand, the New
Testament does not permit Christians to treat Christ
as one option among many. The solution is neither
silence nor coercion. It is an ethically serious
witness through excellent teaching, intellectual
honesty, patient conversation, and contextually
appropriate verbal testimony. Such a witness
acknowledges that the lecturer can teach faithfully
but cannot manufacture regeneration. The educator
sows and waters; God gives the growth (1
Corinthians 3:6-7).

5.2 The myth of neutral pedagogy

A major implication of the synthesis is that
so-called neutral pedagogy is largely mythical.
Every curriculum privileges some account of the
human person, some hierarchy of goods, and some
standard for what counts as legitimate evidence.

Even procedural appeals to inclusivity carry moral
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and anthropological commitments. Lewin (2025) is
especially helpful because he demonstrates that the
effort to expel confessional claims often introduces
less visible universal claims in their place. Horwitz
et al. (2026) confirm the lived consequences of this
for religious students who learn to manage identity

under the pressure of dominant assumptions.

For Christian educators, the practical consequence
is not belligerence but lucidity. They should not
imagine that hiding their faith makes the classroom
neutral. It merely leaves other formative powers
unnamed. Christian fidelity therefore requires the
courage to recognize directionality where
institutions often deny it. Such recognition helps
lecturers avoid naive assimilation into moral
regimes that present themselves as simple

professionalism.

5.3 Against rationalism: revelation-governed
reason in academic work

The synthesis also bears directly on rationalism.
Contemporary universities often reward a style of
thought that treats only publicly acceptable,
institutionally ~ authorized, and  supposedly
value-free forms of reasoning as legitimate. Yet this
standard is itself philosophically loaded. The
Christian educator need not reject disciplined
inquiry in response. Instead, the educator should
refuse the fiction that reason can stand above
revelation as an autonomous judge. Reason is real,

necessary, and precious, but it is not sovereign.

In practice, revelation-governed reason means
several things. It means teaching students to
distinguish evidence from assertion, but also to ask
whether the deeper moral and metaphysical
assumptions of their field are true. It means
showing that technical mastery without wisdom is
dangerous. It means resisting both anti-intellectual
fideism and self-sufficient intellectual pride. Put
differently, the educator ministers not by

abandoning scholarship but by disciplining
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scholarship under the fear of the Lord, which
Scripture calls the beginning of knowledge
(Proverbs 1:7).

5.4 Against pluralist reduction: love without
relativism

The review also helps distinguish Christian
neighbor-love from pluralist reduction. The
educational literature on interfaith learning,
bridge-building, and worldview diversity rightly
recognizes that students need skills for engaging
those unlike themselves. Christians should affirm
truthful listening, fair representation of opposing
views, and the refusal of caricature. However, those
civic or educational virtues must not be confused
with theological parity between worldviews.
Christian love does not require epistemic

relativism. It requires truthfulness joined to charity.

This distinction is essential because many secular
frameworks subtly redefine virtue as the suspension
of exclusive truth claims. Yet the Christian
confession that salvation is through Christ alone is
not an optional appendix to ministry. It is the center
of it. Therefore, a Christian lecturer may participate
in respectful dialogue and still reject the claim that
all spiritual paths are equally salvific. Respect for
persons does not entail surrender of truth. Indeed,
from a Christian perspective, to deny Christ's
uniqueness in the name of kindness would finally

be unloving.

5.5 A Christocentric framework for educator
ministry

The Christocentric framework proposed here names
six interrelated domains of educator ministry. First,
epistemic stewardship refers to the responsible
handling of knowledge: teaching carefully,
exposing bad reasoning, and helping students tell
the difference between truth, propaganda, and
performance. Second, relational care refers to

humane regard expressed through availability,
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fairness, attentiveness, and refusal to humiliate.
Third, moral modeling concerns the embodied
credibility of the educator: humility without
cowardice, conviction without cruelty, and
diligence without vanity. Fourth, vocational
discernment involves helping students ask what
kinds of people they are becoming and what ends
their education should serve. Fifth, worldview
challenge refers to gently but clearly exposing the
inadequacy of rival accounts of truth, personhood,
and salvation. Sixth, gospel witness refers to
explicit testimony to Christ when context allows
and when such testimony can be offered without
abusing institutional power. This also resonates
with mission-driven learning theory, which treats
education as teleological rather than merely
procedural, and therefore fits a Christocentric
account of educator ministry better than
technocratic models of skills delivery (Sangwa &
Mutabazi, 2025b).

This framework preserves the distinction between
proximate and ultimate ends. Proximate ends
include stronger belonging, deeper trust, better
discernment, and increased resilience. Ultimate
ends include faithful witness and, where God grants
it, repentance and faith in Christ. Maintaining this
distinction protects Christian educators from two
errors. The first is reductionism, in which Christian
ministry is shrunk to pastoral niceness or generic
values education. The second is triumphalism, in
which the lecturer mistakes classroom authority for
spiritual authority and begins to manipulate rather

than serve.
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Table 3. Domains of Christocentric Educator Ministry in Secular Higher Education

Domain Meaning
Epistemic . .
. Serving truth under Christ
stewardship

Relational care .
as image bearers

Moral modeling

Representative practices

Rigorous explanation, source
evaluation, Al integrity guidance

Humane regard for students Awvailability, just grading, careful
listening, wise referral

Embodied credibility of the Patience, honesty, self-control,

Primary caution

Do not treat information control as
spiritual authority

Do not become therapeutic substitute
for the church or clinician

Avoid performative righteousness

teacher courage
Vocational Helping students consider ~ Discussion of calling, purpose, Do not confuse vocation with mere
discernment ends, not only careers service, and responsibility self-fulfillment
Worldview Exposing false ultimates and Critical questioning, comparative Avoid needless provocation or
challenge hidden assumptions analysis, apologetic clarity caricature

Direct testimony to Christ

Gospel witness .
when appropriate

faith

Office-hour conversations,
mentoring, open invitation to discuss

Never tie grades or status to religious
response

Note. The domains represent the authors synthesis of the reviewed literature and biblical-theological analysis. They are presented as
analytical categories for interpretation and practice, not as directly imported constructs from a single source.

5.6 Practical implications for lecturer practice

Several concrete implications follow. First,
Christian lecturers should regard disciplinary
excellence as part of ministry rather than as
competition with ministry. Sloppy scholarship
discredits  witnesses.  Second, they should
intentionally cultivate classroom climates marked
by seriousness, fairness, and patient dialogue,
because belonging and trust shape whether students
can receive challenges without shutting down.
Third, they should treat office hours, mentoring,
and supervisory conversations as significant spaces
for vocational and spiritual discussion when
students themselves raise ultimate questions or

welcome deeper conversation.

Fourth, Christian educators should prepare
intellectually for worldview engagement. A lecturer
who cannot identify the moral and metaphysical
assumptions governing his or her field will be
poorly positioned to discipline students in thought.
Fifth, churches and Christian networks should
support academics not only emotionally but
intellectually, providing apologetic formation,
prayer, and communities of discernment. The lone
heroic model of Christian faculty life is neither

sustainable nor wise.

5.7 Limitations

The article has limitations. It is based on secondary
data and therefore cannot replace primary
qualitative work with Christian lecturers and
students in secular institutions. The evidence base
is also uneven: the strongest empirical literature
concerns belonging, wellbeing, and teacher-student
relationships, = whereas  direct studies of
Christocentric ~ educator practice in secular
universities remain sparse. In addition, much of the
accessible large-scale evidence is Anglophone and
especially North American. The framework
proposed here should therefore be treated as a

robust analytical model, not as the final word on

every institutional context.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

6.1 Conclusion

This review set out to determine how the educator
role can function as Christian ministry in
contemporary secular higher education. The
evidence shows that the university is a deeply
formative, morally directional, and increasingly
strained environment. Students live amid digital
acceleration, emotional burden, contested identities,
and weakened structures of meaning. Within that
context, the educator matters profoundly. Relational
credibility, belonging, fairness, and pedagogical

integrity shape learning outcomes and human

The Educator as a Christian Minister in Education



Open Journal of Business Theology

flourishing. Christian vocation literature confirms
that educational labor can be genuine calling, but
the present article argues that such vocation must
remain explicitly ordered to Christ rather than to

vague social uplift or pluralist harmony.

Accordingly, the educator role should be
understood as a field of ministry in which
scholarship, teaching, mentoring, and institutional
service  become means of truth-telling,
neighbor-love, and witness. Yet this ministry must
remain ethically bound. Academic authority must
never be weaponized for religious manipulation.
The Christian lecturer is called to labor excellently,
speak truthfully, love justly, and bear witness
courageously, while recognizing that salvation

belongs to the Lord.

6.2 Recommendations for Christian lecturers

6.2.1 Recover a theology of academic labor

Christian lecturers should consciously reject the
division between academic excellence and ministry.
Preparation, research, assessment, and supervisory
care should be treated as stewardship before Christ.
This recovery helps protect educators from both

careerist vanity and anti-intellectual activism.

6.2.2 Build classrooms of rigorous hospitality

Lecturers should cultivate classrooms in which
students are taken seriously, falsehood is
challenged, and persons are not demeaned. Such
hospitality is rigorous because it does not surrender
truth; it creates conditions in which truth can be
meaningfully heard. Humane pedagogy is therefore
not a concession to relativism but a mode of
obedience. This aligns with Kingdom Integration
scholarship, which argues that professional
excellence and spiritual witness should not be
separated, but consciously united within a theology
of vocation that treats the workplace itself as a field
of ministry (Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025b).

6.2.3 Use mentoring spaces wisely

2788-709X Vol.6(1), 2026

Office hours, advising meetings, dissertation
supervision, and informal conversations should be
treated as potentially strategic spaces for vocational
and spiritual dialogue. Educators should be ready to
speak of Christ when invited or when context
permits, but always without pressure, manipulation,

or grade-linked coercion.

6.2.4 Strengthen intellectual discipleship

Christian academics should prepare themselves to
identify the hidden liturgies and ultimate claims
embedded in their disciplines. This requires reading
beyond technical specialization into theology,
philosophy, educational theory, and apologetics.
Students rarely need less intellectual seriousness

from Christian lecturers; they need more.

6.3 Recommendations for churches and
Christian institutions

6.3.1 Recognize academics as missionaries in
place

Churches and Christian organizations should stop
treating higher-education work as spiritually
secondary to more visibly ecclesial forms of
service. Academics in secular universities occupy
strategic sites of cultural formation and should be
recognized, prayed for, and supported accordingly.
Recent faith-and-work scholarship similarly urges
churches to stop treating professional life as
spiritually secondary and instead to support
believers as ministers in their ordinary vocational
fields, including educational and intellectual work
(Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025b).

6.3.2 Create durable communities of support

Christian lecturers need local and trans-local
communities where they can pray, think, and
discern together. Such communities should include
biblical encouragement, legal and ethical literacy,
and serious engagement with contemporary
higher-education realities rather than generic

motivational language.
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6.4 Recommendations for future research

Future research should

with  Christian

include qualitative

interviews lecturers  across
disciplines and regions, comparative work on
institutional constraints and opportunities, and
longitudinal studies of how educator witness
interacts with student belonging, curiosity, and
vocational reflection. There is also need for more
research on how Christian academics navigate Al
ethics, classroom disclosure of belief, and the
boundaries between pedagogical challenge and

spiritual invitation.
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