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Good Afternoon. I think the title for this talk may be the longest I have ever seen, much less personally inflicted on an audience; I trust that the length of my comments will not test your patience or endurance. If I manage to spark a lively conversation, I will have reached my objective.

It is a privilege for me to be invited to share my thoughts on the topic of balancing the mission of a Christian university with the practical considerations of a competitive and largely secular job-market. I cannot pretend to know what the specific challenges are for each of your colleges and universities, but perhaps in taking a look at ICU and the challenges we face in Japan, there will be some insights for other ACUCA members. I certainly hope so. Apart from the word “Christian” in the title of this talk, the word, or concept that I find most useful to try and develop here is that of “balance.”

First, though, here is a bird’s eye view of my talk.

I will begin by providing a very brief overview of ICU’s origins and its on-going mission. I will then outline the main characteristics of the Japanese job market and the expectations of employers in Japan. Next, I will offer a profile of ICU students focusing on their apparent strengths and interests, and also introduce some data on how ICU graduates fare in the workplace both in Japan and internationally. I will near the end with a few remarks on what I believe the future holds in store—a dangerous endeavor perhaps—but I shall assume until proven otherwise, that you are a friendly audience. And, I shall conclude with some personal observations on what I see as the enduring value of bringing Christian perspectives and ethics to one’s career.

Balance: ICU’s Three Commitments

I cannot be sure if the university’s founders consciously had other holier trinities in mind, but they envisioned an institution committed to three principles that, taken together, form the balanced core of ICU’s mission, and which are heavily responsible for shaping whatever success the university and its graduates have enjoyed. The three commitments are evident in our name: International Christian University.

International: The importance of perspective

ICU began as an experiment in international education in 1953, at a time in Japan when leaders sought more democratic and more humanistic approaches to addressing domestic and international problems. With an emphasis on reconciliation and peace, ICU was envisaged as a place where Japanese and international students would live together and learn to serve the needs of an emerging, more interconnected world.  ICU established pioneering language programs for academic purposes in English and in Japanese. The University Calendar runs on a dual cycle accepting students from Japanese schools in April and English-speaking students from schools outside of Japan in September. This allows us to have annual cohorts of both Japanese and international students studying together on our campus.

The first two items in the 1953 College Bulletin’s description of a liberally educated person called for levels of language competence in Japanese and English that would allow ICU graduates to participate fully in international educational and professional circles. The school enjoys a reputation within Japan for being one of the best—if not the best—place to go for both English and Japanese language education. Courses at ICU are taught in Japanese or English or sometimes both languages. We have a highly developed set of overseas programs, and to this day, ICU produces students with a high degree of fluency in both English and Japanese.  I think it is safe to say that bilingual skills enhance our students’ attractiveness to potential employers both inside and outside of Japan. The awareness of non-Japanese perspectives and sensibilities that our Japanese students develop also serve them well when the time comes for them to enter the workplace.

University: The meaning of a Liberal Arts philosophy

I will save my comments about the “C” in ICU for last here, and mention a few things about ICU’s academic philosophy.

Education in Japan in the first half of the Twentieth Century (and to some extend to this day) was authoritarian. Little room was allowed for creative thinking or freedom of expression. ICU was established in the Liberal Arts tradition exemplified best in some of the United States finest small colleges—places like Swarthmore, Williams, Pomona, and so forth. ICU’s liberal arts education was, and to a large extent to this day remains, unique in Japan. The emphasis that this approach to learning places on developing critical thinking skills, and its openness to alternative points of view encourage students to see issues from multiple perspectives. Students are challenged to develop their own communication skills based on serious research and analysis of both facts and the opinions of others. It is my firm belief that these skills are also highly valued by organizations seeking employees and future leaders who have the capacity to think outside the box; people who are able to apply critical thinking skills to new situations. The world, as we all know, is an increasingly unpredictable place. ICU’s founders coined the phrase “Asu no Daigaku” or “University of Tomorrow”.  The slogan was intended to encourage all members of the ICU community to look ahead toward establishing a safer, saner more peaceful world.

Indeed, over the past 50 years, the University has graduated students who carry with them a pioneering spirit of openness to constructive change and alternative points of view—graduates who remain committed to the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which all students sign when they enter ICU. The University’s gaze turns both inward to the cultures and traditions of Japan, and outward to perspectives that extend beyond Japan’s physical borders. As such, ICU represents a unique opportunity for East to meet West.
Christian: The spirit of giving

ICU’s commitment to a Christian philosophy enables us to explore and develop all dimensions of human existence, including the spiritual. I should point out here that ICU welcomes students of all faiths and does not discriminate on the basis of ethnic or national background, sex, gender preference, or any other dimension of humankind—except of course, promise to do high quality academic work.

We believe a Christian institution of higher learning has a distinct contribution to make to the world. Although differences may arise in explanation, interpretation, or proposed solutions to certain human conditions, our scientific and descriptive tools are the same as those used by scholars at other institutions and of other faiths. Moreover, we try to teach that knowledge that is discovered and shared is not an end in itself but carries with it certain implications, such as the responsibility for improving society. Our Christian commitment is highly commensurate with our believe in responsible scholarship.　

Perhaps you know this, but less than 2 percent of the Japanese population is Christian. Only about 5 percent of our students, including those who enter via a Christian Recommendee system, consider themselves to be Christian. Even so, winning adherents to the Christian faith is not ICU’s primary goal. There is, of course an active church on our campus, and our faculty are all expected to bring Christian faith and values to their work and lives. We hold a weekly Chapel Hour, and set aside one week each year that is devoted to holding special student-lead activities related to Christianity. “C-Week,” as this is called, is supported by a faculty, students and staff members of ICU’s Religious Affairs Committee and Religious Affairs Office. So, we do encourage our students to open their eyes to the importance of having a spiritual dimension in their lives. At ICU, we believe in the essential unity of knowledge, faith and action.
The Balance of ICU’s Three Commitments

Taken together, the three commitments combine for something that is greater than the sum of the parts. Becoming a mature responsible educated person involves becoming able to understand life from other people’s perspectives. In some sense, developing an international mindset is an extension of all of our early cognitive and communicative development from being self-centered egoist beings, to being able to harmonize our thoughts and actions with those of others for a greater good. Coming to care about the welfare of others requires going beyond the natural development of cognitive and communicative skills to understanding that as humans we are obliged to do what we can to use our skills to make things better—not just for ourselves, but for all humanity, and for the world we live in.

Uchi, Soto, and loving your neighbor

What exactly does this mean in the Japanese context? Well, as Christians, we are taught to love our neighbors as we love ourselves. Japanese, though, traditionally draw sharp distinctions between their family members, their closest associates and neighbors— people who belong to our uchi or inside or “home”—and those who fail to gain this intimate status, people who are known in Japanese as being soto or “outsiders”. 

But consider what Peter Gomes, author of The Scandalous Gospel of Jesus, has to say about the concept of “neighbor”:

Jesus makes a new and transforming definition of neighbor. Proximity and kinship no longer sufficiently define who the neighbor is, and thus they no longer define those to whom obligations are due. The neighbor is the one who has opportunity to do good to one in need… Jesus takes a definition of neighbor that is understood to be exclusive and turning it on its head, makes the notion of the neighbor inclusive, even elastic, so that the definition of neighbor knows no limit. Our neighbor is anyone in need who can take the benefit of our compassion.

Our humanity, Gomes suggests, calls for us to be inclusive, patient, kind and generous, not only to those who live with us or near us, think like us, look like us, believe like us—to uchi, one might say—but instead to extend this commitment, this hospitality, this care and attention to all, and particularly those who seem different from us, hostile to us, contemptuous of us—the WAY soto, one might say.

I believe that the Christian commitment at ICU, together with the liberal arts philosophy and the international perspective nurtured at ICU help lead ICU students in the direction espoused by Gomes. In this sense, I believe that ICU is doing a service in Japan as it attempts to educate young people to treat all people with Christian love, regardless of whether they fit neatly into the categories of uchi or soto.

Let me move on to my next topic, the Japanese Job Market.

Some Characteristics of the Japanese Job Market

While some commentators have predicted the crumbling of life-long employment systems in Japan, the job market continues to be a seniority-based system, in which benefits accrue along with longevity. Once a recent graduate enters a Japanese organization, he or she is generally expected to remain with that organization until retirement. Based on this assumption, companies are willing to commit resources and personnel to training their new employees in the culture of the organization and to impart the particular skill sets needed of that organization’s employees. It is generally assumed by these companies that a college education is insufficient training for their specific needs. Rather, college is a place where students begin to become acculturated to the vertical structures and mutually dependent dynamics of the sempai-kohai (senior-junior) “system” though their participation in extra- or co-curricular activities. So, it is probably fair to say that Japanese companies do not have high expectations of Japanese universities. Universities are like incubation tanks where young people bide their time. 

What ICU Students Bring to The Workplace: Where They Go After Graduation

By educating our students to be socially-aware, ethically-grounded, outward-looking , open-minded critical and flexible thinking young people with bilingual skills, ICU provides more than the typical Japanese company expects. In Japan (and perhaps elsewhere) liberal arts education is sometimes mistakenly assumed to be disadvantageous for students due to the misunderstanding that such an education is broad but lacks depth of knowledge in a particular discipline. Most Japanese universities require their students to select an area of concentration (or major) when they apply to the school. This allows them to begin focusing on one subject from day one. At ICU, students enter the university and spend the first year honing their second language skills and exploring foundation and general education courses across the curriculum. At a time when their young minds and aspirations are still highly flexible, this allows them to be exposed to fields of inquiry they might never have otherwise considered. Moreover, rather than being low-level general courses, our language programs and foundation courses themselves are designed to engage students in the kind of critical evaluation of information that can be applied in any field. Distribution requirements ensure that students are introduced to methods of research used in the humanities, social sciences and the natural sciences. By the time they select their major (half way through their second year of college) ICU students have been exposed to a fairly wide range of ways of approaching the acquisition of knowledge, and they are learning skills that can be applied flexibly and creatively to novel situations.

In the third and forth years of study at ICU, students focus on their major. (Double majors and major-minor options also exist for highly motivated students.) There are 31 different majors at ICU, ranging from the natural sciences to the social sciences and humanities. Included in this number are several interdisciplinary majors such as Peace Studies, Gender and Sexuality Studies, and Developmental Studies. So, in fact, rather than lacking depth of knowledge in a particular discipline, ICU students are well trained in their chosen academic fields.

Statistically, about 75% of our graduating students get jobs at a variety of Japanese and multinational and overseas companies. Approximately 25% go directly on to graduate school. The percentage of Natural Science students going to graduate school is higher.

ICU students are generally highly regarded by personnel managers of companies for their breadth of knowledge, their bilingual communication skills, and their expertise in specific fields of inquiry.

ICU students join both Japanese companies and international/multinational companies as well as the international organizations such as the United Nations, where more ICU are employed than the graduates of any other Japanese university. 

Many ICU graduates go to professional graduate schools in law, medicine and business after they have been in the corporate world for a number of years.

In 2007, a major Japanese economics magazine reported survey results that indicated ICU graduates had the highest lifetime income on average of any Japanese University. Tokyo University ranked second, several million yen less on average than the ICU graduates.

The Japanese corporate world is ever changing in the age of globalism and in the ongoing threat of recession. Liberally educated, internationally minded, ethically grounded students will continue to be in an advantageous position in this atmosphere.

When we consider the quote I read earlier from Peter Gomes book, it seems very clear that there will be an increasing need for spiritually centered people who both can and who wish to apply their talents to making the world a better place.

The balancing of a Christian mission and the demands of the workplace can be maintained and enhanced when the Christian commitment is adhered to alongside equally strong commitments to academic excellence and a perspective that goes beyond national borders and nationalistic thinking to encompass all the world’s humanity. I’m not suggesting that this is easy. As Christian educators, though, I believe we are obliged to do our best to develop the sorts of skills and perspectives that I have been claiming exist at ICU. ICU is not perfect—far from it. Like all colleges, our ideals are not always shared by all of our students, and even when they are shared, they are not always lived up to. This does not mean we can conscientiously abandon them. I believe that the institutions that make up the ACUCA membership are points of light in an often dark and threatening world.

Thank you
