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Cataloguing FPUs Theological Identity: 
Evangelical, Anabaptist, Ecumenical?
LAURA SCHMIDT ROBERTS

While articulation of the identity of an institution is, by definition, marked 
by complexity, the theological identity of Fresno Pacific as a denominational-
ly-affiliated school is perhaps particularly so. The Mennonite Brethren (MB) 
tradition which founded and continues to be affiliated with the university is 
birthed at the confluence of Pietism, Anabaptism, and German Evangelical-
ism; the way in which these streams combine and which stream functions most 
prominently shifts historically.1 From its inception, the school has welcomed 
students from outside the tradition, and over the past several decades faculty, 
administration, staff and board members also, adding perhaps an ecumenical 
stream to the mix. Changing contexts—theological, ecclesiological, cultural, 
educational—both require and inspire fresh expressions of the faith in word, 
deed, and program. A full exploration of the multi-faceted, dynamic theological 
identity of Fresno Pacific lies beyond the scope of this essay. What follows is 
an examination of selected catalog statements and their context from a sam-
pling of years as a window onto this question. Sections trace apparent shifts in 
which theological stream leads the institution’s self-description, exploring the 
resultant tension, ambiguity, and multiplicity present.

A Prevailing Pietistic-Evangelicalism
The decades immediately preceding the opening of the Pacific Bible Insti-

tute (PBI) in 1944 were marked by social and theological change among MBs. 
Expressed concerns over theological drift and the dilution of MB doctrine 
fuel the impulse to build a school on the West Coast that would help maintain 
denominational distinctives and “ensure that the youth would receive appro-
priate denominational understandings.”2 Truth be told, the nature of those de-
nominational understandings was a matter of some debate. For the early 1940s 
saw a shift in the constellation of the three theological streams shaping MB 
identity, bringing a pietistic evangelicalism to the fore. An emphasis on “the 
warm, emotional, subjective side of the faith rather than the social; personal 
disciplines rather than collective discipleship…a preoccupation with the in-
ward experiences of faith” marked the shift.3 Historian Paul Toews explains, 



132

Pacific Journal

“while a conservative theology emphasizing doctrinal certitude and expres-
sive piety historically have been part of the MB, they were now highlighted in 
some quarters as being more true and necessary than previously.”4 As during 
other periods of cultural transition in MB history, personal piety emerged as 
a “hedge” against the encroaching world.5 Indeed, the first full PBI catalog 
(1945-46) demonstrates these characteristics in the articulated reasons for es-
tablishing the school: First “the great need of Christian workers in our churches 
who would be able to meet the intellectual progress of our time. Secondly, the 
horror on the part of parents and churches for the hazards that students confront 
today in some theological schools, and thirdly, the unmistakable but simple fact 
that the church body cannot long continue in its true channel unless its doctrinal 
principles and church policy are definitely and squarely implanted in its com-
ing generation.”6

The following statement, along with the motto “Contending for the faith 
which was once delivered to the saints—Jude 3” appears on the front cover 
of the three-page “catalog” from the Pacific Bible Institute’s inaugural year, 
1944: “Doctrinal Statement: The Pacific Bible Institute is designed to direct the 
student into deeper Christian life and seek[s] to firmly establish his faith in the 
infallible Word of God. We shall uphold a positive interpretation of the Scrip-
tures.”7 As a Bible Institute, the emphasis on the authority and interpretation of 
the scriptures is hardly surprising. The stated Aims of the School8 identifying 
the guiding principles of instruction point to other important aspects of the 
faith: a spiritual atmosphere leading to a “fully consecrated life,” evangelism 
motivated by love, practical Christian work, “the principles of peace, separa-
tion from the world, simplicity of life, sanctity of the home, and diligent hab-
its of industry.” These are all in service of training “pastors, evangelists, S.S. 
[Sunday School] workers, missionaries and personal soul winners” via “a com-
prehensive working knowledge of the Bible.” Student conduct must “strive to 
uphold the highest Christian standards,” such that the school be “pleasing to 
God and render a Christian influence to the community.”9

Pietistic and evangelical elements are evident, but so are more historical Ana-
baptist commitments to peace, separation, simplicity, and work. The expanded 
catalog from 1945-46 communicates more fully the faith, aims and character 
of the school. It presents a 12-point Abridged Statement of Faith which, while 
unattributed, appears to be an adaptation of the 1902 MB Confession of Faith:10 
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The Pacific Bible Institute holds and teaches:

1. That the Bible is the verbally inspired and infallible Word of God. 2 
Pet. 1:21; Tim. 3.16

2. That there is one God, eternally existing and manifesting Himself to 
us in three persons—Father, Son, Holy Ghost. 2 Cor. 13:14

3. That Jesus was begotten of the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary, 
and is true God and true man. Mat. 1:18; Phil. 2:5-8

4. That man was created in the image of God, that by one man sin en-
tered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, 
for all have sinned. Rom. 5:12

5. That the Lord Jesus Christ dies for our sins according to the Scriptures 
and that all who believe on Him have the forgiveness of sin through His 
blood. Eph. 1:7

6. That Christ arose bodily from the dead and ascended into heaven, 
where He is now our interceding High Priest; He will come again per-
sonally and visibly to set up His kingdom and to judge the quick and 
the dead. I Cor. 15:1-4

7. That each individual becomes a child of God by being born again of 
the Holy Spirit by the Word of God through a personal faith in the Lord 
Jesus Christ. Jn. 1:12, 13

8. That the Holy Spirit is a person, is God, indwells every believer, and 
is our constant abiding guide and teacher. Jn. 15:26; Jn. 16:7, 8, 13

9. That every believer in Christ is to live a life that is separated from the 
world and dedicated to the service of Christ. Rom. 12:1-2

10. That the Great Commission to disciple all nations is the supreme 
mission of the people of God in this age. Mat. 28:19, 20

11. That the Church is a living organism instituted by Christ and con-
sisting of all true believers who have been regenerated through faith in 
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the finished work of Christ and baptized into this body for the purpose 
of carrying on His work in this world. Acts 1:8; Acts 15:14

12. That there will be a bodily resurrection of both the just and the un-
just, a state of everlasting blessedness of the saved, and a state of eternal 
punishment for the wicked. I Thess. 4:13-18; Rev. 20:11-1511

This content reflects elements of the Apostles Creed, strong commitment to 
using biblical language to articulate the faith, and desire to demonstrate the 
scriptural basis of the statements via biblical citations. Other statements in the 
catalog shed light on the broader theological identity. A visibly Christian life—
one marked by intentional spiritual development, community fellowship, and 
acts of service—emerges as an emphasis. The stated rules of behavior intend 
to “strengthen the bond of fellowship in Christ.” Permissible (unspecified) di-
versions should “foster rather than deaden the spiritual fervor of a Christian” 
while “all worldly amusements are strictly prohibited” (also unspecified).12 
The schedule includes daily morning and evening personal devotions, daily 
chapel exercises and prayer services, and a weekly Fellowship Night of song, 
testimony, and prayer. The original Aims of the School expand to include a 
seventh: “To instruct men and women in Christian thought, life and service 
and to hold in high regard the sacredness of the family institution.”13 The stated 
policy towards students of other denominations clearly identifies PBI as an MB 
institution, asserts its program is non-sectarian, welcomes all “who adhere to 
the fundamental doctrines of the Christian faith and are zealous in the promo-
tion of His cause,” and commits to prayerful examination of points of doctrinal 
difference in light of the scriptures.14 To gain admission, students “must give 
evidence of a New Birth experience and have good recommendations from 
their pastors.”15 Here too the prevailing pietistic and evangelical streams are 
visible in an emphasis on personal piety, “fundamental” doctrines, evangelism, 
rebirth, and an alternative Christian culture, though the latter characteristic 
implies a separatism prominent in historical Anabaptism also. The hospital-
ity extended to non-MB students and invitation to shared, prayerful study of 
doctrinal differences may demonstrate more traditionally Anabaptist tenets of 
welcoming the stranger and voluntarism in faith.
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By the 1947-48 year, PBI is a gold seal member of the Evangelical Teacher 
Training Association. The catalog includes a Practical Christian Work require-
ment, a Bible Emphasis Week, and Missionary Conferences. The content of the 
Purpose (formerly Aims) of the Institute remains the previously stated seven. 
However, a new introductory paragraph frames the guiding principles. It be-
gins with the full text of Acts 2:8, identifies the primary concern of the Institute 
as obedience to this great command, and asserts: “In order that our witnessing 
may be effective and meaningful it demands of us to be Spirit-filled and Spirit-
directed and possess a thorough understanding of the Word of God.”16 The 
1948-49 catalog adds to the title page: “A school that seeks to make Christ pre-
eminent, Bible-authority final, The Presence of the Holy Spirit real, and makes 
no apology for being Biblical, Evangelical, Missionary.” The theological diver-
sity of MBs in the 40s was noted above; here the particularly American evan-
gelicalism born of the fundamentalist-modernist controversy comes to the fore, 
but so does a Pentecostal influence in identifying not only the Spirit’s direction 
but the Spirit’s filling as necessary for effective, meaningful witness.17 

The first six years of the school reflect development along the initial promi-
nent trajectories of a pietistic evangelicalism with elements of historical Ana-
baptism still visible. Its identity especially reflects a tension between a call to 
train and send evangelistic witnesses into the world and a call to a measure of 
separation and insulation from the world cultivated through personal piety and 
an alternative Christian community. But the decade of the 1950s brings chang-
es, as fewer and fewer students seek training for dedicated Christian service 
and the demand for wider vocational training increases. The institution moves 
from being solely a Bible Institute to a Bible Institute and Bible College (1950), 
Bible Institute and Christian College (1956), and finally a Bible Institute and 
Junior College (1959) with a new campus. These structural and programmatic 
changes yield a new articulation of the aims of the school; as a Christian insti-
tution, the aims provide one expression of its theological identity:

The school was established and is being maintained for the following 
purposes:

1. To give young people a thorough knowledge of the Bible as well as a 
Bible based world and life view.

Cataloguing FPUs Theological Identity: Evangelical, Anabaptist, Ecumenical?
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2. To train them in the highest type of Christian living in whatever walk 
of life they may find themselves.

3. To fortify them against various unscriptural philosophies of life.

4. To prepare them for Christian service, in the homeland or mission 
fields abroad.18

Throughout the 1950s the catalog’s Statement of Faith remains the same, 
as does the historical sketch restating the reasons for PBI’s founding: to train 
Christian workers, to confront the hazards of other theological teaching, to im-
plant the truths of doctrinal principals and church policy in the next genera-
tion. Yet the above stated purpose reflects significant expansion, a broadening 
born of the movement among West Coast MBs toward greater cultural engage-
ment and societal participation.19 This movement requires a different educa-
tional vision and a broadened theological identity. The commitment to training 
for Christian service remains, but the first three stated purposes assume much 
greater integration into and much less separation from “the world”—a shift 
requiring the focus on a “Bible based world and life view,” training for “Chris-
tian living in whatever walk of life they may find themselves,” and “fortifica-
tion” against other philosophies of life. This educational vision attends more 
explicitly and programmatically to developing a biblically-informed Christian 
worldview shaping wider participation in society; one that blesses a broader 
swath of vocations as serving church and world in the cause of Christ.

A Renewed Anabaptism
The early 1960s bring significant change to the institution and to some of its 

self-description. In lieu of a catalog, brief ‘bulletins’ were created for the Bible 
Institute and for the Junior College in 1960. Statements assert Pacific College’s 
purpose “to help young people establish high Christian ideals for personal liv-
ing and to challenge and train them for a life of Christian service” and describe 
the campus as “an oasis of learning and a laboratory for Christian living” which 
“fosters a collegiate, informal Christian atmosphere.” While no statement of 
faith is included, the admissions policy continues to “extend a warm welcome 
to all students who adhere to the fundamental doctrines of the Christian faith 
and are zealous in the promotion of the cause of Christ.” The Christian Life 
section explains the intent is “an integrated program of Christian education” 
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in which all activities “concentrate on the central theme of learning to know, 
interpret, and live the Christian life.” The activities are much the same they 
always had been: Christian service, daily devotions, chapel, prayer bands and 
missionary rallies, weekly prayer meetings, dorm life as Christian fellowship.20

The single catalog produced for 1962-64 identifies the school as a Christian 
liberal arts college and includes a Statement of Doctrinal Policy with a new 
introductory paragraph: “Pacific College…in its total program seeks to follow 
the motto established by the founding of the school, of ‘earnestly contending 
for the faith’ (Jude 3). While standing without reservation on the teachings of 
the inspired Word of God, the Bible, no attempt is made to force upon students 
views of a denominational or sectarian nature. No religious qualifications are 
established for entrance.” What follows is a slightly edited version of the same 
statement of faith present in every catalog since 1945, but with the biblical ref-
erences removed and lacking the invitation to write for the full MB Confession 
of Faith. The statement simultaneously broadens admission to welcome non-
Christian students and reasserts both its non-coercive posture and its theologi-
cal grounding in the MB confession. 

However, the articulated Aims and Purposes of the school expand signifi-
cantly to emphasize learning that 

• helps people “understand themselves in relation to the local com-
munity, the nation, and the larger community of nations;” 

• seeks “through careful integration of the various fields of knowl-
edge and human experience” to “develop a comprehensive and har-
monious world and life view;” 

• and “seeks to understand the ultimate purpose of all disciplines and 
the relation of each discipline to the ultimate meaning of life.”21 

The explicit purpose statement further extends the trajectory of integration 
into society and presents a significantly expanded educational and theological 
vision: 

Pacific College has as its purpose, therefore, the seeking of truth, the 
disciplining of mind, body, and soul, and the nurturing of the whole 
man—his attitudes, his workways, and his philosophy of life. The Col-
lege maintains that these purposes can best be realized when faculty 
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and students recognize and accept the Biblical view of God and man, 
and that God is the controlling power in the university, that Christ is 
the absolute revelation of God, the ultimate foundation of truth, and the 
Divine Mediator and Saviour of man. The College accepts the Bible as 
the source of faith and doctrine and as a directive in producing a whole-
some standard of human conduct. The school holds that all of life is 
sacred, that the exercise of worship is an integral part of the Christian 
school, and that the inculcating of Christian ideals is essential to char-
acter building. 

It is from this vantage point that Pacific College seeks to understand the 
ultimate purpose of all disciplines and the relation of each discipline 
to the ultimate meaning of life. The College holds that when academic 
scholarship and Biblical truth are integrated, life becomes meaningful 
for the student and a positive constructive pattern of life is the result.22

Here one finds a theological rationale for a Christian liberal arts education: 
an integrated, wholistic theological anthropology declaring life and knowl-
edge represent a unity; an epistemology asserting the unity of all knowledge 
as grounded in the Christ; an ethic insisting the good and meaningful life is 
shaped by biblical teaching and Christian ideals. The broadened educational 
purpose requires a theological identity that embraces the task of equipping stu-
dents “spiritually, mentally, physically and socially…[to] assume individual 
responsibility in serving society in terms of creative citizenship,” to apply truth 
“to improve the conditions of man and to make more purposeful and effective 
living,” “to understand the manifold aspects of modern society,” and to “under-
stand themselves in relation to the local community, the nation, and the larger 
community of nations.”23 The stated Aims and Purposes of the school cast a 
vision of broadly-educated, culturally-engaged, civically-minded Christians 
making a positive contribution to society. There exists at minimum a tension 
between this vision and doctrinal statements in the same catalog asserting “the 
believer lives a life that is separated from the World and dedicated to the ser-
vice of Christ.”24

This multiplicity of expression becomes more pronounced in the 1969-1970 
catalog. The paragraph framing the same Theological Orientation statement 
from 1962 simply states “Pacific is evangelical in its theological orientation,” 
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noting this means “emphasis is given to the dynamic nature of the relationship 
between God and man.”25 But the standard abbreviated history of the school is 
replaced by An Introduction to Pacific College under six headings: A Christian 
College, A Community, A Liberal Arts College, An Experimental College, A 
Non-sectarian College and An Anabaptist-Mennonite College—headings that 
would constitute the bulk of the Fresno Pacific Idea that emerges in 1972. The 
section on Pacific as An Anabaptist-Mennonite College states: 

Pacific College is a Mennonite Brethren educational institution. As a 
college in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition the college seeks to re-
capture the faith and life of the early Christian church, placing central 
emphasis upon the Lordship of Jesus Christ for the totality of life, the 
authority of the Scriptures for all matters of faith and ethics, the Chris-
tian life as [a] life of discipleship, the Christian church as a fellow-
ship of redeemed people, the voluntary nature of faith and the freedom 
of conscience, and the active application of love to the whole of life, 
including the promotion of peace and nonresistance, missions relief, 
mutual aid and voluntary service. The college, as an institution of the 
church, seeks to relate to the church through conversation and leader-
ship. It intends to educate people who will understand the church and 
provide perceptive and creative leadership in the church.26

The statement articulates distinct emphases in the understanding and practice 
of Christian faith in Anabaptist tradition—biblical authority and the Lordship 
of Christ over a life of discipleship characterized by an ethic of love, peace-
making, and service. The school’s identity as a church institution in this tradi-
tion is clear, as is its intention to educate for understanding and perceptive, 
creative leadership of the church.

The expanded educational and theological vision first articulated in1962 
gains further delineation in the other 1969-70 Introduction headings: 

• a “unity of all knowledge under God…[which] sees no ultimate 
contradiction between the truth of revelation and of scholarly in-
vestigation,” seeks to educate and nurture “every phase of man’s 
free and creative development—spiritually, morally, intellectually, 
culturally and physically,” and “seeks to add to existing knowledge 
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in improved forms” [A Christian College and An Experimental 
College]27

• a belief that “authentic community is found as man relates to God 
through faith” but that fosters “open, free, honest and creative inter-
relationship among all members,” each of whom have “individual-
ity, value, equality and purpose” regardless of their faith commit-
ment. [A Community and A non-sectarian College]28

• a belief that interpersonal relationships in community can “enable 
each person to learn, change, and to make new and meaningful 
commitments.” [A Community]29

• “a progression of experiences leading the student…to a wholeness 
of personality characterized by personal understanding and free-
dom of action” and “to a more perceptive and creative relationship 
with God and the world” [A Liberal Arts College]30

The above sampling demonstrates the new Introduction as a significant car-
rier of the school’s theological identity. The distinct educational vision and ap-
proach emerge from theological commitments rooted in Anabaptist tradition, 
for example a community-based holistic discipleship encompassing all of life 
and an uncoerced, voluntary faith commitment. These emphases are also evi-
dent in a separate Religious Life of the Community section which encourages 
students “to make a personal commitment to Jesus Christ, to learn more of the 
theology of that commitment, and to demonstrate the dynamic of Christian 
discipleship in serving God and man.” The statement reiterates the voluntary 
nature of this commitment and notes two annual Christian Life Conferences 
intended to emphasize “the student’s personal relationship to Jesus Christ…
[and] the call of Christ to relevant service in the world.”31

In the 1972-73 catalog a seventh heading, A Prophetic College, joins the six 
statements from the Introduction to comprise the first Pacific College Idea. The 
Idea identifies Pacific College as “a deliberate and continuous attempt to realize 
a certain idea through theory and experience.” The Prophetic section explains 
that “the college views itself as a center of independent critique of all of man’s 
endeavors…not simply an institution that transmits the values of the culture in 
which it exists. It purposes to serve as the conscience of society and the church 
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rather than become a tool of any institution or idealism.” Admittedly “a par-
tially realized idea,” it nonetheless “gives Pacific reason for existence, courage 
for growth, and stimulus for adventure.”32 This prophetic critique manifests an 
Anabaptist counter-cultural posture as it had developed in the 1960s and 70s, 
marked less by sociological separation than by a critical cultural engagement 
rooted in a measure of theological separatism.33 For example, the Introduction 
in this catalog fronts the college’s uniqueness in “its Christian world view and 
the attempt to related that world view to the totality of life and knowledge,” 
as evidenced in its “holistic approach to learning…concerned with the devel-
opment of the whole person in relationship to God, to other persons, to self, 
to culture, to nations, to environment, etc.”34 The Creative Environments for 
Learning section identifies “the world as campus” and observes that learning 
takes place beyond the college campus “in different settings—in churches, in 
public schools, in social agencies, in community centers…in different cities, 
states, countries and continents.” At the same time, the Pacific Means Com-
mitment section reiterates the invitation to voluntary personal commitment to 
Jesus and a resultant life of discipleship serving God and others.35 These latter 
commitments ground and frame the growing social integration and cultural 
engagement in an alternative discipleship community.

As historian Paul Toews explains, “the predominantly young intellectuals 
who in the mid-1960s fashioned the Fresno Pacific Idea thought they had found 
in the Anabaptist-Mennonite story the elements to build a distinctive college.” 
They were “a new generation with a historical consciousness markedly stron-
ger” than the generation that dominated the college previously; “part of a larger 
Mennonite Brethren recovery of its Anabaptist roots. That recovery provided 
the primary prism through which the idea was shaped.”36 Toews goes on to 
identify a hermeneutic of suspicion, a transformationist ethic, and a reconcil-
ing curriculum as an intellectual disposition demonstrating Fresno Pacific as an 
Anabaptist-Mennonite college. While a hermeneutic of suspicion is central to 
academia more broadly, Toews suggests that as religious non-conformists “in 
the quest for remaining free to follow the divine imperatives, Mennonites have 
practiced a social critique” reflecting prophetic “skepticism about reigning as-
sumptions and practices.”37 The resultant ethic is better described as transfor-
mationist than integrationist. Rather than an accommodating “absorption of 
faith into the cultural system,” a Mennonite liberal arts college is “concerned 
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that students appropriate high culture…as enriching for faith” but more impor-
tantly, it redirects this learning “to utilize knowledge and commitment in the 
fashioning of alternative Christian communities.”38 Finally, a college reflect-
ing its Anabaptist-Mennonite heritage understands reconciliation as central to 
the gospel, specifically that “in becoming reconciled to God, we also become 
reconciled to each other, to nature, to the neighbor, to the stranger, and even to 
the enemy.” As a result, “unmasking the structures of injustice, the dispositions 
and values that generate destructive violence” and “learning the techniques 
of conflict resolution and peacemaking should be central to every student’s 
experience.”39

The Anabaptist stream gains ascendancy during this period, providing an im-
portant framework for the school’s educational vision and theological identity 
as a four-year liberal arts college whose mission finds primary expression in 
the Pacific College Idea. The 1972 Idea or its forerunner (1969-1972) presents 
the first articulation of the college’s identity in the catalog’s Introduction to the 
college until 1982; a theological identity as a Christian, Anabaptist-Mennonite, 
Non-sectarian, Prophetic, Community.40 Toews’ explanation of the Anabaptist 
grounding of the Idea is important to remember. The educational and commu-
nal vision the Idea communicates, rooted as it is in the Anabaptist stream of 
the tradition, often stands in tension with other articulations of the institution’s 
identity over the next decades, as the evangelical stream moves again to the 
fore.

A Resurgent Evangelicalism 
The early 1980s mark another period of revision and change in Fresno Pa-

cific’s articulation of its theological identity. 1982-83 catalog presents an Intro-
duction under four headings: A Distinctive Institution, A Unique Educational 
Mission, Quality Academic Programs, and A Developmental Student Life 
Program. While some of this reflects simply the reorganization of previous 
catalog material (Mennonite Brethren sponsorship and the intention to serve 
persons from the larger church and public; a developmental, holistic approach 
to education and discipleship; a Christian values orientation which prepares 
students for service in church and society, learning beyond the campus context; 
The Fresno Pacific Idea), several new pieces are worth noting. An Integration 
of Faith and Learning statement draws attention to the “variety of settings in 
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which Christian faith is related to the academic disciplines…and to the practi-
cal career activities” stemming from them;41 further evidence of the emphasis 
on a Christian worldview adequate to the culturally engaged, more socially as-
similated believer. The section on A Unique Educational Mission displays the 
1972 Fresno Pacific Idea but with a new introductory paragraph which ends by 
identifying the Idea as the “mission statement which…has guided the develop-
ment of the college since shortly after its accreditation in 1965.”42 However 
this is all preceded, for the first time, by a separately named Mission statement: 
“The college embraces the world and its peoples as the creation of God and 
therefore as the proper province of its exploration and service. Through the 
pursuit of the knowledge of God, and His creation, using the tools of theology, 
science, and the arts, the college seeks to shape the thought, character, and 
lifestyles of its students and prepare them for meaningful vocations and service 
in the world.”43 The resonances between this statement and the Idea are evi-
dent, but the abbreviated form evacuates the articulated college mission of its 
richly described theological uniqueness (a community, Anabaptist-Mennonite, 
experimental, prophetic)—ironic, given its location in the section entitled A 
Distinctive Institution.

The following year (1983-84), the catalog includes the same introductory 
material but with a newly revised Fresno Pacific Idea, the fruit of a review pro-
cess initiated in 1979 by president Edmund Janzen. Expansion of educational 
programs (graduate studies, in-service for teachers, lay training for churches) 
broadened and diversified the Fresno Pacific faculty, staff, students. That same 
year, ownership of the school shifted to the Pacific District Conference (PDC), 
whose constituency sought a level of control meant to “reshape a provincial 
denominational college into more conformity with other evangelical Christian 
colleges such as Westmont, Biola, and Wheaton;” that is “to change a ‘liberal’ 
college into a more ‘conservative’ one.”44 The college’s administration focused 
on strengthening communication and connections with PDC churches in re-
sponse to “some theological dissonance between college and church constitu-
ency.” This dissonance “between Evangelicalism and historical ‘Mennonitism’ 
or Anabaptism” in part “created pressure for change in the Idea” which some 
in the constituency thought “leaned too heavily on historical Anabaptism and 
obsolete denominational distinctives and not enough on current Evangelical-
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ism.”45 It is, of course, a dissonance born precisely of the multiple, competing 
streams constituting the tradition and shaping the school.

In early 1981, workshops including selected pastors, college administrators, 
board, faculty, and students, were held to “to explore together how the mission 
of the college might be articulated in a revised ‘Idea’ statement.” Theologi-
cal identification emerged as a primary concern: “whether the college is—or 
should be understood as—evangelical, Anabaptist, or Christian,” or as “Ana-
baptist Christian, or just Christian.”46 The difficulty was, precisely, the distinct-
ly Anabaptist convictions undergirding and explicitly articulated in the Idea. 
Discussion reflected real “tensions between the college and its MB constitu-
ency,” between “those who wished to ensure a strong Anabaptist-Mennonite 
identity…and those who desired a less ‘provincial’ Mennonite tone and a more 
‘evangelical,’ content.”47 For example, conversation at the college and in the 
churches revealed “serious reservations” held by some in the PDC regarding 
the peace and nonresistance article in the Confession of Faith; they see non-
resistance as “an optional distinctive of earlier Anabaptism that is not really a 
viable teaching for our time,” because it “has been politicized” making one “an 
enemy of the State,” “un-American and unpatriotic.” English faculty Wilfred 
Martens explains: “Largely as the result of such differences within the PDC, 
the faculty agreed to a revised version in which the word was eliminated and 
the ideas of peace and nonresistance were expressed in a more subdued man-
ner.”48 This example is especially instructive for how it indicates the Confes-
sion, which is to say the stated Theological Orientation of the college, functions 
neither fully descriptively or prescriptively for the PDC itself precisely because 
of the competing theological streams present in the tradition; a reminder that 
the complexity of theological identity cannot be fully carried by a singular or 
abbreviated statement. 

The revised Idea (1983-84) retains the same paragraph preface identifying it 
as the mission statement for the institution, as well as the separate abbreviated 
named Mission statement fronting the Distinctive Institution section. The Idea 
itself now includes its own introduction of sorts, identifying it as “a guide for 
the future…a process of the present and an outgrowth of the past,” asserting 
“the significance of knowledge that leads to wisdom, encourages virtue, estab-
lishes harmony and creates balance and perspective.” It communicates familiar 
notions of the college as “an integral part of the mission of the church,” as 
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“providing knowledge and experience which lead toward more perceptive and 
creative relationship with God, humanity and the world,” as preparing persons 
“for service to church and society,” and as “a community in which interper-
sonal relationships play a vital role in the process of education.”49

Content follows under three headings retained from the original Idea: A 
Christian College, a Liberal Arts College, and A Community. The revision re-
tains many central themes from the original Idea: the unity of all knowledge 
under God; development of the whole person and respect for all; formation 
of values and understandings leading to meaningful commitments and action; 
formation in community of mutual worship, study, work and play; voluntarism 
in faith and open enrollment.50 In these themes the Anabaptist grounding of the 
Idea persists, even as the revision eliminates headings and other content more 
explicitly or distinctively Anabaptist. For example, the Christian College sec-
tion includes a new statement: “With others in the Believers’ Church tradition 
the college encourages voluntary acknowledgment of the sovereignty of God 
and the triumph of his kingdom, the presence of his Spirit in the life of the 
church, and the lordship of Jesus Christ over all of life.” All except the latter 
phrase on lordship are new content. The broadening of the tradition from Ana-
baptist or Anabaptist-Mennonite to Believers’ Church, while not inaccurate, 
is notable given the above discussion of theological tension in the PDC and 
Fresno Pacific community. 

As in the original Idea, the college is identified as an extension of the educa-
tional mission of the MB church with an abbreviated summary of faith under-
standing and practice provided. That summary retains from the original Idea 
the authority of Scripture for faith and life, the church as community of the 
redeemed, and a life of discipleship, but replaces the remainder with “the call 
to serve Christ by proclaiming the Gospel, ministering to human need, and alle-
viating suffering; the practice of reconciliation and love in settings of violence, 
oppression and injustice; and the development of spiritual maturity through 
the disciplines of prayer, study and meditation.”51 While still visible, distinctly 
Anabaptist language is less pronounced in comparison to the original Idea’s 
description of the college as an MB institution, which explicitly identified Pa-
cific “as a college in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition” whose summarized 
distinctive beliefs included “the active application of love to the whole of life, 
including the promotion of peace and nonresistance, missions relief, mutual 
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aid and voluntary service. The college, as an institution of the church, seeks to 
relate to the church through conversation and leadership. It intends to educate 
people who will understand the church and provide perceptive and creative 
leadership in the church.”52 The theological framework—“an active application 
of love to the whole of life”—for the described expressions of that love (peace, 
nonresistance, missions relief, mutual aid) has been removed, and markers of 
a somewhat different spiritual maturity inserted. Gone, too, is the college’s 
critical, dialectical understanding of its relation to the church and thus its own 
mission.

On the latter point, notable by its absence is content from the Prophetic sec-
tion of the original Idea—the college as center of independent critique, as con-
science of society and church rather than as “tool” of any institution, ideal-
ism, or set of cultural values. The revised Idea ends, rather by asserting “The 
college fulfills its mission as it incorporates faculty who participate in church 
and society as role models relating Christian faith to matters of thought and ac-
tion; students who share a mutual respect for educational goals and community 
standards; staff who are committed to enhancing the quality of the educational 
experience; and a board which encourages understanding and support of the 
mission of the college”53 This description of what it means for the college to 
fulfill its mission stands in sharp contrast to prophetic notions of critique of 
culture, society and church—a hermeneutic of suspicion—which have been 
eliminated in this revision of the Idea. 

While not included in the catalog with the revised Idea, a significantly new 
vision statement for Fresno Pacific was also presented in 1983 by President 
Janzen. Entitled “Broadening the Base,” the statement asserts a vital role for 
the college “in helping to focus and interpret vision and direction within the 
MB Church” while simultaneously seeking to broaden the base of the college 
community through intentional recruitment of “our evangelical neighbors on 
the West coast.” Janzen envisions a clearly articulated theological center of 
“core values” rooted in “the same key distinctives that are also the hallmark of 
our churches as noted in the MB Confession of Faith,” while simultaneously 
casting the college as servant of “the evangelical church-at large” as well as 
“specifically, the Mennonite Brethren Church.”54 In 1983 the first non-Menno-
nite Brethren members join the board. In 1984 the Fresno Pacific board con-
venes a group of PDC pastors and lay leaders “to study the future direction of 
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the college.” They voice unanimous support for the proposal to broaden the 
base, noting while “ultimate control and responsibility” for the institution re-
mains with the PDC and “the faculty, administration and board should remain 
predominantly M.B.,” the college should develop “new linkages with selected 
members of non-M.B. evangelicals in order to ensure planned growth and de-
velopment.”55 An evangelical president without historic ties to the denomina-
tion is appointed for the first time in 1985 and other “broadened” administra-
tive appointments follow. 

These contextual factors and the revised Idea and other catalog statements 
point to a shift toward evangelicalism and intentionally away from a more ex-
plicit Anabaptism, a shift born of the resurgence of the evangelical stream in 
the PDC and Fresno Pacific’s pursuit of closer connections with constituent 
churches and leadership. The presence of multiple theological streams persists, 
easily visible within the revised Idea itself and in points of tension between 
it and other expressions of institutional identity. While very little changes in 
catalog statements communicating the institution’s identity over the decade or 
so following the revised Idea, the envisioned broadening of the base and in-
stitutional growth are realized. As a result, the need to restate the identity and 
mission of the school presents itself again. 

An Emerging Ecumenism
By the mid-1990s, enrollment and programs had again expanded, prompting 

a call once more for a re-articulation of identity and mission. An accreditation 
report received in 1994 noted “the net effect of these many changes is that the 
faculty, staff and administration have expressed a need for the campus to pause 
and take stock of itself, improve communications among all parties, revisit the 
central tenets of the institution, and make conscious decisions about how the 
institution shall proceed.”56 Both the Theological Orientation statement and the 
Fresno Pacific Idea are revised, and in ways that to some extent highlight the 
multiple, competing streams shaping the school’s identity, as will be shown be-
low. That move is best made sense of in the context of the institution’s growing 
embrace of the ecumenicity of the Fresno Pacific community, and its adoption 
of a tri-part self-description as Anabaptist, evangelical, and ecumenical.

The return of more explicitly Anabaptist identification manifests itself in sev-
eral parts of the second revised Idea, published in the 1995-96 catalog with the 
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headings Christian College, Community of Learners, and Prophetic. Retaining 
much content from the preceding revision, this version of the Idea reaffirms 
familiar themes: the unity of all knowledge under God; development of the 
whole person and respect for all; formation of values and understandings lead-
ing to meaningful commitments and action; formation in an interactive com-
munity of learning and service; voluntarism in faith and open enrollment; the 
Idea as articulating the college’s primary identity.57 However, several notable 
changes also appear. While the term Believers’ Church is retained, Anabaptist-
Mennonite returns as a description of the college’s affiliated tradition in both 
the Christian College and Community of Learners sections. The intention to 
be “centered on Christ and His church” and “committed to the ideals of God’s 
kingdom and to the perspective of the liberal arts” prefaces the stated commit-
ment to integration of faith and learning, additions which point toward Ana-
baptistic communal, ecclesial and ethical framing of the educational vision. 
These commitments also undergird a new pedagogical statement emphasizing 
service, humility and praxis: “The intersection of Christian belief, the liberal 
arts, and an ethic of service provide an educational perspective that leads to 
an examined understanding of God, self, and the world, uniting theory with 
practice.”58 

The Prophetic section contains mostly new content—different even from the 
previous version of this heading in the 1982 Idea. It begins:

FPC believes that to be prophetic is to serve the church and society 
by engaging in dialog with and critique of contemporary culture and 
practice. The college encourages informed reflection on personal, insti-
tutional and societal values which contribute to developing a vision for 
wholeness, justice and reconciliation. It offers leadership to the church 
and the world by enabling persons to extend perceptive, creative, and 
skillful responses to current issues; to illuminate darkness with light and 
dispel ignorance with wisdom and understanding. It seeks to bring an 
integrative, Christian ethic and perspective to present day thought and 
experience and to a common search for the better way.59

Here one finds reclaimed Toews’ academic qualities demonstrating Fresno 
Pacific as an Anabaptist-Mennonite college: an intellectual disposition of a her-
meneutic of suspicion, a transformationist ethic, and a reconciling curriculum. 
Social critique—prophetic “skepticism about reigning assumptions and prac-
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tices” in church and world—makes possible the leadership, illuminating wis-
dom, and integrative ethic constituting the above described service to church 
and society. The statement goes on to clarify the learning journey which makes 
such service possible. It is a life-long journey “toward deepened meaning and 
faith growing out of creative encounter with Christ and the world,” nurtured 
through different modalities and settings, marked by “exploration, reflection 
and transformation,” and “imaginative, experimental and innovative ways of 
engaging students and faculty…even as it seeks to remain faithful to its core 
values and identity.”60

This revised Idea returns to a more particularized description of the institu-
tion’s MB theological identity as Anabaptist-Mennonite, gesturing toward the 
ways in which this theological framework grounds the educational vision and 
mission of the school articulated by the Idea. But it also presents the clearest, 
most explicit statements valuing pluralism and inclusiveness. The newly titled 
section FPC is a Community of Learners affirms “ethnic and religious iden-
tity as a basis for respectful pluralism” and insists that “inclusiveness enriches 
community.” It issues invitation to “those from other church traditions, both 
as faculty and students, to enter into dialog and faithful practice with those in 
the Anabaptist and Believers’ Church tradition in following Christ and shar-
ing in the college’s mission.” While previous iterations of the Idea asserted 
“knowledge and understanding are formed in community,” this revision makes 
explicit “that learning takes place through dialog and discourse between people 
who have different experiences and perspectives, and that such wisdom begins 
with humility.”61 This pairing of particularity and inclusivity marks the essence 
of the Idea according to Toews: “The Anabaptist-Mennonite story is that of a 
small and marginalized people. But Anabaptist-Mennonite ideation is open to 
all who embrace it. It contains the possibilities for shaping a college that is bib-
lically faithful, intellectually critical and expansive, culturally pluralistic, ethi-
cally transformative and morally distinctive.”62 Thus the revised Idea envisions 
a community that embraces diversity and difference as central to its identity 
and mission; fertile ground in which the seed of ecumenicity may grow.

The pairing of particularity and inclusion also frames the revised Theologi-
cal Orientation statement which appears in the 1996-97 catalog.63 It contains an 
expanded introduction, expanded individual statements, and for the first time, 
theological headings (God, The Revelation of God, Salvation by Grace, etc.). 
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The introduction to the statement is significant for the nuance and ambiguity 
with which it casts the institution’s theological identity. Noting its Mennonite 
Brethren sponsorship, it explains:

The school is deeply and intentionally rooted in the Anabaptist-Men-
nonite movement, representative of the radical wing of the Protestant 
Reformation. As such, it is committed to Anabaptist and evangelical 
ideals, including: the reconciling power of God’s Spirit; an emphasis on 
voluntary discipleship; radical obedience to Jesus as Lord; the global 
mission of the church; the church as the community of the new cov-
enant; mutual care and wholistic concern for members of Christ’s body; 
and the call to address, in pastoral and prophetic fashion, the peace and 
justice concerns of the world.64

The introduction goes on to state the institution’s enthusiastic embrace of 
this tradition, though “with charity and humility” as the college deliberately 
chooses “to include students, faculty, staff, administrators, and board members 
from a diversity of Christian traditions” in the Fresno Pacific community. This 
desire to “broaden the base…represents an attempt to embody the New Testa-
ment notion of ecumenicity, rooted in a personal relationship with God through 
Jesus Christ and Lord and Savior, and marked by a fervent commitment to a 
particular core of beliefs and behaviors by people from greatly diverse races, 
ethnicities and nationalities.”65 

The introduction affirms the institutional commitment to Anabaptist and 
evangelical ideals as well as an ecumenicity grounded in shared core beliefs 
and practices. And yet some of the tenets that follow summarize those core 
beliefs in decidedly evangelical terms. While described as “compiled from 
the Confession of Faith of the General Conference of Mennonite Brethren 
Churches,” some headings and content differ significantly from MB Confes-
sions published in 1995 and 1999. The differences reflect more broadly evan-
gelical and less distinctively Anabaptist language, for example: the heading 
The Christian Life instead of Discipleship, and headings The Christian Min-
istries and Christian Integrity which have no parallels in the MB Confession. 
In terms of content, the heading Salvation by Grace (which is just “Salvation” 
in the MB Confession) states “Jesus Christ, who by his substitutionary death 
has redeemed humanity” even though explicitly substitutionary language is 
absent from every North American or US MB confessional statement to date. 



151

At numerous points the Theological Orientation statement contrasts with the 
abbreviated list of “Anabaptist and evangelical ideals” quoted from the first 
part of the introduction above, though not entirely, as evident in the Love and 
Nonresistance heading.66 

Tension between the theological streams internal to MB tradition (and thus 
to Fresno Pacific) manifest themselves again, by virtue of contrasts between 
these different abbreviated statements occupying a single page in the catalog. 
Is the articulated embrace of ecumenicity fostered by this internal multiplicity, 
or made more difficult by it? Either way, by the late 1990s, the term ecumenical 
joins Anabaptist and evangelical in the institution’s self-description. The two 
decades since then constitute another period of significant growth and change 
in the institution: the college becomes a university, reorganizes (twice) into dif-
ferent schools each with its own stated mission statement, establishes regional 
centers which become satellite campuses, expands enrollment and programs, 
including the addition of the Biblical Seminary. As the leadership of the grow-
ing and increasingly-diverse community seeks to articulate a shared institu-
tional mission, vision, and identity, this three-part description—Anabaptist, 
evangelical, ecumenical—is pressed into service. It provides a way of framing 
issues of diversity; it informs discussion among academic deans as they lead 
their various schools; it focuses a series of campus-wide workshops intended 
to increase the university’s understanding of itself and each other in order to 
develop greater unity and cohesion.67 Yet it changes very little of what is of-
ficially stated in the catalog regarding the university’s theological identity since 
the mid-1990s.

The term ecumenical and its adoption expand the self-described theological 
identity of the Fresno Pacific community, but in ways not readily discernable 
in the largely unchanging official catalog statements. This is due, in part, to 
the changed role of the catalog over the past twenty years. As an institutional 
website becomes a primary interface between the university and the public, 
the catalog itself becomes a less robust carrier of institutional identity. While it 
never fully “carried” the identity anyway, other formats become more primary 
locations of the institution’s self-presentation and expression. 
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Concluding Observations
This exploration has demonstrated the dynamic and complex nature of Fres-

no Pacific’s theological identity, constituted as it is by multiple streams of influ-
ence, as well as the challenge of adequately representing such dynamic com-
plexity in official written statements. In closing, I offer two models as potential 
frameworks for conceptualizing and articulating more fully an identity marked 
by multiple streams and views in tension.

Dialectical Identity
In his exploration of Fresno Pacific as an expression of Christian community, 

sociologist Robert Enns asserts that the notion of “dilemma” provides a fruitful, 
nuanced perspective on the process of institutional change. Because religious 
institutions “deal with structural dilemmas for which there can be no ultimate 
resolution,” institutional change is best interpreted “as dynamic, on-going rela-
tionships between sets of conflicting religious visions and institutional realities, 
both poles of which are positive and essential to the nature of the institution.” 
He concludes: “The identity and mission of Fresno Pacific College expressed 
in the college’s statements of institutional vision and theological orientation 
include commitments to divergent and, perhaps, contradictory notions, both of 
which are, paradoxically, essential to the nature of ‘community’ at Fresno Pa-
cific College.”68 The framework of “dilemma” highlights the dialectical nature 
of the theological identity of Fresno Pacific not as a problem to be overcome 
but as a dynamic essential to its vibrant continuation. The above exploration of 
selected statements and their context reveals a denominational tradition and an 
institutional identity constituted by multiple streams in tension with each other, 
a reality that only increases as the school embraces a broader ecumenicity. This 
theological identity is multifaceted, manifest in a variety of statements (Theo-
logical Orientation/ Confession of Faith, Fresno Pacific Idea, Mission, Vision, 
Values) but also expressed through the institution’s programming and com-
munal practices. Theological identity is incarnational; bringing that identity to 
speech is central to but never the sum of its expression. Identity is lived; what 
competing visions are evident in the ways of working—the life—of the institu-
tion? What ways of speaking are adequate to the dynamic, dialectical reality of 
this community’s identity?



153

Narrative identity
Part of the challenge of articulating the living identity of persons, groups, 

institutions, or historical traditions lies precisely in accounting for continuity 
and change over time. This challenge is compounded by the fact that one never 
does so from the final, fixed endpoint. The living identity of a person or an 
institution never gains full closure (except in death). Rather, at any given point 
in time we tell a story that answers the question “Who am I” or “Who are we?” 
from that point both backwards and forwards. The story is selective; it works 
to narrate a whole, to make sense of discontinuities, changes and differences, to 
make connections between disparate events after the fact. Doing this requires 
multiple versions of the story. For example, when I answer the question “Who 
am I?” for my daughter’s ski team and coaches, the story I tell is not the story 
of a professor but of a mother (and a skier). And the stories we tell change over 
time; sometimes we even say things like “I’m not the person I used to be,” 
or “We’re not that school anymore.” We are a continuous self—as persons, 
groups, institutions, historical traditions—but we are not identifiable as such 
only on the basis of sameness.

For French philosopher Paul Ricoeur, this challenge is best addressed by the 
dialectic of narrative identity—a dialectic of identity as sameness and identity 
as (reflective) selfhood.69 Identity as sameness accounts for similitude—numer-
ical identity, interchangeability (this chair is the same as that chair) but also for 
a stability across time born of acquired habits and dispositions. Ricoeur uses 
character “traits,” or “distinctives” as a prime example of this type of recogniz-
ability. But this kind of permanence by which a person or group is reidentified 
as the same via a set of “distinctives” provides an example of “sedimentation” 
for Ricoeur. A list of traits or distinctives is not a self; it answers “what” but not 
“who” and the question of identity is not only a question of “what.” Because 
they are static, sameness-only descriptions prove inadequate to fully express 
the dynamic, living identity of a person or a community.

By contrast, the individual or collective self sets about answering the ques-
tion “who” by drawing together a story which interprets the significance of 
various events, ideas, persons, and their relationship.70 For Ricoeur, the reflec-
tive self’s configuration of this narrative whole includes a hermeneutics of sus-
picion, attending to elements of power, interest and ideology shaping the self’s 
location, understanding and interpretive narration. The narrative makes it pos-
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sible to integrate sameness-identity (the list of “distinctives,” the “what”) with 
what seems to be its contrary, the variability and diversity of the self across 
time (the continuous but not identical “who”).71

The process by which we configure a narrative whole that reconciles conti-
nuity and change, identity and diversity is ongoing, as the above examination 
of Fresno Pacific’s self-articulation demonstrates. We tell and retell the story of 
institutional life (stories, really), configuring and reconfiguring the answer to 
the “Who are we?” question differently, in ways that are neither seamless nor 
fully stable. The significance of events changes as we stand at different points 
and look back and forward and draw the narrative together again. Ricoeur em-
ploys a weaving image to describe the ongoing interpretive and dynamic nature 
of narrative identity, the dialectic of sameness and difference, of sedimentation 
and innovation, of permanence and change. New threads added to the loom 
change the pattern and change how we see the pattern that was previously vis-
ible. 

Statements such as one finds in a catalog, while an important part of express-
ing the theological identity of an institution like Fresno Pacific are inadequate 
to describe a living institution whose story continues to unfold and be recon-
figured in the present. At its best this means room for something new, born of 
self-reflection and critique of ideology, born of historical consciousness and 
considered argumentation, born of plurality and ambiguity and imagination.

NOTES:
1 Paul Toews, “‘A Shelter in a Time of Storm’: The Establishment of Schools in the Pacific 

District Conference,” in 75 Years of Fellowship: Pacific District Conference of the Mennonite 
Brethren Churches, 1912-1987 (Fresno: Pacific District Conference of the Mennonite Brethren 
Churches, 1987), 65.

2  Toews, “‘A Shelter,’” 64; Joel Wiebe, Remembering…Reaching: A Vision of Service” (Fresno: 
Fresno Pacific College, 1994), 25.

3  Toews, “‘A Shelter,’” 65. 
4  Paul Toews, “Singing the Christian College Song in a Mennonite Key,” in Mennonite Idealism 

and Higher Education: The Story of the Fresno Pacific College Idea, ed. Paul Toews (Fresno: 
Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies, 1995), xi.

5  Toews, “‘A Shelter,’” 65-66.
6  Pacific Bible Institute Catalog 1945-46, 1.
7  Pacific Bible Institute Catalog 1944, front cover.
8  “1. To uphold a positive interpretation of the Scriptures. 2. To strive constantly to maintain a 

spiritual atmosphere which will tend to lead students into a fully consecrated life. 3. To develop 
a sincere love for mankind and an intense desire for their salvation. 4. To help each student 



155

acquire a skill in practical Christian work through a supervised program of personal work. 5. 
To uphold the principles of peace, separation from the world, simplicity of life, sanctity of the 
home, and diligent habits of industry. 6. To train and equip students for pastors, evangelists, S. 
S. [Sunday School] workers, missionaries and personal soul winners.” Pacific Bible Institute 
Catalog 1944, 1.

9  Ibid.
10  Robert Enns, “‘Community’ and the Pacific College Idea: Dilemmas in the Institutionalization 

of Religion,” in Mennonite Idealism and Higher Education: The Story of the Fresno Pacific 
College Idea, ed. Paul Toews (Fresno: Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies, 1995), 71.

11  Pacific Bible Institute Catalog 1945-46, 2. The 1946-47 catalog adds a footnote 
inviting interested persons to write to the school office for the detailed articles of faith 
of the MB Church of North America.

12  Ibid., 4.
13  Ibid., 5.
14  Ibid., 2.
15  Ibid., 8.
16  Pacific Bible Institute Catalog 1947-48, 9.
17  Toews documents the growing influence of Pentecostalism among west coast MBs from the 

1920s into the 1940s, see “‘A Shelter,’” 60.
18  Pacific Bible Institute and Christian College Catalog 1957-58, 10.
19  Toews, “Shelter,” 66-67.
20  Pacific College Bible Institute Bulletin 1960 and Pacific College Junior College Bulletin 1960.
21  Pacific College Catalog 1962-64, 14-15.
22  Ibid., 15.
23  Ibid., 14.
24  Ibid., 12.
25  Pacific College Catalog 1969-70, 9. This paragraph first appeared in Pacific College Catalog 

1968-69, 15.
26  Ibid., 8.
27  Ibid., 6, 8.
28  Ibid., 7, 9.
29  Ibid., 7.
30  Ibid., 7-8.
31  Ibid., 17.
32  Pacific College Catalog 1972-73, unnumbered insert.
33  This view understands the church as an alternative community marked by social non-

conformity which neither withdraws from society nor takes responsibility for the moral 
structure of non-Christian society. The Concern pamphlet series and movement as well as work 
by John Howard Yoder during this period provides case in point. See for example John Howard 
Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972); Concern: A Pamphlet Series for 
Questions of Christian Renewal, vol. 1 (June 1954).

34  Pacific College Catalog 1972-73, 3.
35  Ibid., 4.
36  Toews, “Singing,” 94.

Cataloguing FPUs Theological Identity: Evangelical, Anabaptist, Ecumenical?



156

Pacific Journal

37  Ibid., 95-96.
38  Ibid., 97-98. Toews observes that “the revival of Anabaptist theology challenged the [MB] 

acculturation process with its embrace of American order. The mystical Jesus of Pietism was 
replaced by a more political Jesus,” emphasizing, instead of personal ethics, “corporate ethics, 
in the sense that there are collective signs of the kingdom that organize the political and social 
behavior or God’s people” He concludes: “The hermeneutic of suspicion is not advantageous to 
a people entering the dominant culture, and a transformationist gospel is not suited to settling in 
and being peaceable in a militaristic society,” 100.

39  Ibid., 98.
40  The school’s name changes to Fresno Pacific College (FPC) beginning with the 1976-77 

catalog, and the Idea becomes the Fresno Pacific Idea from this point on.
41  Fresno Pacific College Catalog 1982-83, 7.
42  Ibid., 6.
43  Ibid., 5.
44  Wilfred Martens, “The Revision of the Fresno Pacific College Idea, 1979-1982: A Contextual 

and Linguistic Interpretation,” in Mennonite Idealism and Higher Education: The Story of the 
Fresno Pacific College Idea, ed. Paul Toews (Fresno: Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies, 
1995), 120.

45  Ibid., 121-122.
46  Ibid., 123-125.
47  Ibid., 128.
48  Ibid., 126.
49  Fresno Pacific College Catalog 1983-84, 6.
50  Ibid., 6-7.
51  Ibid., 6.
52  Pacific College Catalog 1969-70, 8.
53  Fresno Pacific College Catalog 1983-84, 7.
54  Joel A. Wiebe, Remembering…Reaching, A Vision for Service: A Fifty Year History of Fresno 

Pacific College (Fresno: Fresno Pacific College, 1994), 146, 148.
55  Ibid., 120, 158.
56  Quoted in Wiebe, 185.
57  Fresno Pacific College Catalog 1995-96, 6.
58  Ibid.
59  Ibid.
60  Ibid.
61  Ibid., 7.
62  Toews, “Singing,” 101.
63  Beginning with the 1994-95 catalog, the Theological Orientation statement is inserted between 

a statement attributing the uniqueness of Fresno Pacific’s educational vision to the Idea and the 
content of the revised Idea itself, rather than following immediately after the Idea as previously. 

64  Fresno Pacific College Catalog 1996-97, 4.
65  Ibid.
66  See Confession of Faith of the General Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches 

(Hillsboro: Board of Faith and Life and Board of Resource Ministries, General Conference 



157

of Mennonite Brethren Churches, 1995); Confession of Faith of the U.S. and Canadian 
Conferences of the Mennonite Brethren Churches (Hillsboro: Kindred Productions, 1999).

67  Fresno Pacific University. Fresno Pacific University Diversity Rationale. 2015. https://www.
fresno.edu/about/our-mission/diversity-rationale. Accessed May 22, 2019. While revised 
and adopted in 2015, the Diversity Rationale, including the self-description “Anabaptist, 
evangelical, ecumenical,” was first developed in 1999. Provost Steve Varvis’ “Summary of 
Faculty (and some Administrative) Agenda for the Year” dated August 20, 2015 included an 
FPU book read (Gracious Christianity) and ensuing campus-wide discussions addressing 
these questions: “What does it mean for us to be an Anabaptist, Evangelical and Ecumenical 
Community? What might we do so that…all feel full members of the community with a rich 
variety of theological and ecclesial commitments? How can we understand our students of 
different denominations and different religions?”

68  Robert Enns, “‘Community’ and the Pacific College Idea: Dilemmas in the Institutionalization 
of Religion,” in Mennonite Idealism and Higher Education: The Story of the Fresno Pacific 
College Idea, ed. Paul Toews (Fresno: Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies, 1995), 67.

69  Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 3, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984-1988), 245-249.

70  Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1990), 115-125.

71  Ibid., 140-143. For Ricoeur, the “what” of our lives becomes transfigured by the meaning effect 
born of the configuring narration such that he concludes the narrative operation “develops an 
entirely original concept of dynamic identity which reconciles…identity and diversity.”

Cataloguing FPUs Theological Identity: Evangelical, Anabaptist, Ecumenical?



158

Pacific Journal


