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THE SPHERES OF AUTHORITY AND RESPONSIBILITY IN ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS: 

SHARED GOVERNANCE OR AUTOCRACY IN COLLEGES & SEMINARIES? 

 
Reflections on the Spheres of Authority & Responsibility in Academic 

Institutions: does shared governance guard against abuses of power? 

The role of academic faculty committees varies in institutions depending on 

their needs, size, and demands. Importantly, Standard Operating Procedure in 

academia differs from the models of the military, the corporate world, and even 

from ecclesial models. Since in contrast to all three of these cases, a seminary 

is a self-governing institution (if not church-controlled) that must comply with 

the principles, policies, and standards of academic accrediting bodies and peer 

institutions. A seminary is not a military institution requiring strict chain-of-

command authority structures for war-time battle contexts. Even there, the 

military has very extensive checks and balances against abuses of power, and 

an “army” of attorneys is always involved in every conflict to ensure against 

abuses of authority and to protect the rules of engagement and compliance 

with the Geneva Accords. A seminary is also not a corporate, business 

operation, designed for the profit of the shareholders, in which the structures 

are designed to serve those financial interests. Corporate structures also 

employ their own extensive checks and balances specific to the market world to 

protect against abuses of power and fraud. It is also most poignant for colleges 

and seminaries that it is clearly understood that such institutions are not 

churches, therefore they are not governed as such, especially like those that are 

catholic and episcopal in their hierarchy, since the SOP in the academic context 

is to serve and protect the interest of students, who are the key stakeholders. 

Though the analogy breaks down eventually, if there is an ecclesial model that 

approximates the checks and balances for accountability in academic 

institutions like colleges and seminaries, it would be a congregational, or 
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presbyterial, model of shared governance, the mutual authority of equals with 

interest as equal stakeholders. Most importantly, nevertheless, is the paradigm 

that Jesus established for all believers as recorded by Matthew: 

Mtt 20:25-28 Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord 

it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. 26 Not so with you. Instead, 

whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be 

first must be your slave— 28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and 

to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

Among believers in the church, we are to exemplify a contrary model to the 

world in which no-one lords it over another, and in which all are in submission 

to Christ the Head. This is profoundly important for all our organizations 

named as “Christian” and can (and must) be applied in both ecclesiastical and 

academic contexts.  

For example, in the academic institutional context, accrediting bodies require 

that Academic Committees and Academic Deans have the freedom to fulfill their 

responsibilities in authority alongside, not in chain-of-command type 

submission to Presidents or Vice Presidents. This is markedly different than 

hierarchical military, corporate, and ecclesial models. The democratic or a 

congregational concept of “shared governance” may be apropos here, since it 

assumes that all are equal under the Headship of Christ. Such freedom to 

function with their own internal, governing authorities (administrative and 

academic) is not only vital to the administrative and academic ethical integrity 

of academic institutions, it is also required by accreditation. It is widely 

understood that many of the problems that academic institutions encounter are 

related to confusion between these various models of structure. Thus, conflicts 

between the authorities of the administration, boards, and academic 

departments frequently arise due to failure to have these principles clearly 

stated in policy and put into practice. Of course, authority structures, and 

proper exercise of authority are required for all institutions, but it is fair to say 

that wherever power and authority are abused everyone suffers, and that such 

abuse is at the heart of most institutional problems. And, I might add, failure to 

be in submission to Christ as Head, is at the root of all such abuses of power. 

In Christian institutions, Boards and presidents importantly do have an 

oversight role of the academic departments, but it is not a managerial one; it is 

rather, for example, vital that Boards and Presidents are free to exercise their 

responsibility to guard the gospel and when deemed necessary to address 

concerns of perceived, or known, departures from orthodoxy and their 

http://biblehub.com/matthew/20-26.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/20-27.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/20-28.htm
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confessions of faith. This should be an unlikely scenario in conservative schools 

unless there has been a serious dereliction of duty on the part of the Academic 

Committee(s) in their recommendation of someone out of accord with the 

fundamentals of the faith (such as in modern departures from orthodoxy in 

Neo-orthodoxy, Full-Preterism, Gnosticism, Post-Modernism, and Ex-

evangelicalism, etc.). Nevertheless, as an added safeguard against such cases, 

schools sometimes require Board interviews of candidates recommended as 

faculty by the Dean and the Committee, not to assess their academic 

credentials but to ensure their confessional commitments to orthodoxy. All the 

same, this should be a collective effort and the fruit of collectively being in 

submission to Christ as Head, and to one another as equal fellow priests in 

Christ’s Kingdom. 

That is, in sum, the integrity, credibility, and accreditation of academic 

institutions depend upon the protection of these accountability structures 

necessary for their unique academic context. This is not an optional 

consideration, but one requisite to that particular context that must protect the 

interests of the students and the freedom of the Academic committees to fulfill 

their responsibilities on their behalf. It is also a practical necessity since each 

sphere has its own sets of skills and assigned responsibilities. Some of the 

specific responsibilities requiring protection and freedom, to guard the integrity 

of academic committees in their primary interest of the students, include such 

matters as: 

▪ academic policy and procedure standards 

▪ compliance with accreditation curricula standards, degree requirements, 

and assessment of all credential claims 

▪ compliance with accreditation credentials-standards in faculty hiring and 

assessment 

▪ appointments, promotions, tenure, and salary considerations of faculty 

▪ course scheduling and classroom standards 

▪ academic handbooks (Catalogue, Student, Faculty, Library) 

▪ library responsibilities, functions, and staffing 

▪ policies and methods of instruction 

▪ student advising, student life, and student appeals and grievances 

▪ graduation and commencement services planning and execution  

▪ academic assessment and audits (in conjunction with the Institutional 

Effectiveness Director) standards and full compliance with them (e.g., 
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proper instruments of assessment and a fully transparent Self-Study), 

“closing the gap” procedures for assessment 

▪ consistent faculty representation on the Board of Directors 

▪ consistent student representation on the Faculty Committee 

▪ teacher training and development 

These responsibilities are to be carried out under the authority of Christ, and 

thus with due regard for all biblical principles that guide and govern integrity, 

holiness, and thus human flourishing within the institution. It is quite easy to 

recognize that even in this list above (which might appear rather mundanely 

academic) that each element eventually has moral aspects that we must 

consider with the utmost seriousness, since as those who claim the name of 

Christ, who are in submission to his Word, we must guard tenaciously our 

freedom to take responsibility for what he has placed before us to do in our 

various spheres of accountability.   

A good historical example of understanding these vital principles of the distinct 

spheres of responsibility is found in the original Faith Theological Seminary 

“Certificate of Incorporation” which stated very clearly that it would “oppose 

ecclesiastical autocracy wherever it is found.” The framers understood the 

sphere-sovereignty principle that protects the various spheres of authority in 

the seminary context, that though they do have some overlap in responsibility, 

in the governance of the seminary, its internal administrative and academic 

spheres must be guarded against abuses of authority. Further, in their prior 

historical context (the split at Princeton Theological Seminary) they insisted on 

a policy of protection for the seminary administration against external abuses 

of authority from those authorial, ecclesial bodies, such as the General 

Assembly, presbyteries, or ecclesial boards. 

In spite of that noble start-up effort, sadly, after several decades of leadership, 

the first president of FTS, Allan A. MacRae, complained at great length in a 

letter to the Board of Directors that C. McIntire had gone beyond the “Certificate 

of Incorporation” of the seminary in his autocratic style of leadership and was 

bringing great harm to the seminary (alienating many allies, and the many 

people who departed). In reference to the “Certificate of Incorporation” that 

stated “it is to oppose ecclesiastical autocracy wherever it is found,” MacRae 

wrote in his letter: 

“Autocracy is fundamentally wrong. There is no individual who is always 

right. God has made us individuals. We differ on many points. Collective 
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wisdom is better than individual wisdom. Else why have boards of 

directors? Any attempt to establish an autocracy is contrary to God’s will. 

Therefore, the charter [“Certificate of Incorporation”] did not merely say 

that we would oppose the liberal ecclesiastical autocracy; it said we would 

oppose ecclesiastical autocracy wherever it is found. Almost equally 

important is the fact that autocracy results eventually in its own 

destruction. It may do great harm along the way, but in the end it 

destroys itself and whatever is connected with it.” (p. 8 of “Report to the 

Board of Directors of Faith Theological Seminary, by Allan A. MacRae, May 

25, 1971). 

In fact, the eventual conflicts at FTS, the departure of most of the faculty, the 

split of FTS into several new institutions, and its eventual decline and demise, 

was related to their failure to protect the Seminary against autocracy. Indeed, 

subsequently, C.McIntire assumed also the presidency of the Seminary while 

unethically remaining Chairman of the Board. As his obituary reads, “Mr. 

McIntire – a large man who liked to be called doctor on the strengths of his 

honorary doctorates – was a master of spectacle.”1 And, those spectacles led to 

the bankruptcy and closing of all the institutions with which he was involved. 

The Seminary eventually lost all its students and closed. It became a case study 

of failure to establish proper lines of responsibility and shared governance 

under the headship of Christ, and the dramatic consequences of extensive and 

destructive abuse of power that results.  

  

 
1 New York Times, March 22, 2002: "Carl McIntire, Carl McIntire, Evangelist And Hawkish Patriot,” 95. 
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“Bound by the Chain of Command: Messed up from Top to 
Bottom” by Neil Cole (a review) 
Review thoughts on “Bound by the Chain of Command: Messed up from Top to 
Bottom,” in Neil Cole, Organic Leadership: Leading Naturally Right Where You Are (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), pp. 85-96). 

 

 

Discussing Jesus’s response to the “sons of Thunder” (James and John) who wanted to sit 
on each side of Jesus in his kingdom, Cole notes that Jesus radically upended the world’s 
top-down paradigm of leadership: 

Mtt 20:25-28 25 Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it 
over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. 26 Not so with you. Instead, whoever 
wants to become great among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first must be 
your slave— 28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many.” 

Despite the fact that in military conflict contexts authority may need to be hierarchical, the 
top-down model was not the example of Jesus for his church and the people of God. Cole 
states that “In the kingdom of God there are no people who lord it over others.”2 Indeed, 
that model was what set Israel on a path of hundreds of years of tyrannies and disastrous 
leaders beginning with King Saul who became “like the kings around about them,” just as 
Israel demanded. Well, if the top-down paradigm structure is not biblical for the church, 
what is, and who is in charge? Though at first glance it seems like an obvious truism, he 
reminds us that Christ Jesus is the only one who is our Head, our Ruler, our King, our Chief. 
To many people this sounds like a call to anarchy and a loss of leadership, but he reassures 
us that this is only fear born of over-familiarity with an unbiblical, authoritarian top-down 
chain-of-command type of relationship. And, such fears are unwarranted when Christ is 
truly seen as the Head of the church, as he is the Head of each believer. In such a scenario, 
believers follow and submit to the authority of Christ, not out of compulsion but love, and 
are submitted to his Word.  

“When every part of the body is submissive to the impulse of the 
Head, the body is unified, functional, and coordinated.”[1]  

 
2 Neil Cole, Organic Leadership: Leading Naturally Right Where You Are (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), p. 
88. 

http://biblehub.com/matthew/20-25.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/20-26.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/20-27.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/20-28.htm
https://stephenhague.wordpress.com/2019/08/13/bound-by-the-chain-of-command-messed-up-from-top-to-bottom-by-neil-cole-a-review/#_ftn1
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Cole does not reject the roles in the church for evangelists, shepherds and teachers, elders 
and deacons, but he understands the roles of overseers as “looking over” (not looking 
down) (1 Tim 3:1-7; Titus 1:7-9; Heb 13:17).  
Similarly, to what Christ stated in Mtt 22, Peter says,  

 
1 Peter 5:1-4 To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder and a witness of Christ’s sufferings who also 
will share in the glory to be revealed: 2 Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, watching over 
them—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not pursuing dishonest gain, 
but eager to serve; 3 not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 4 And when the 
Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.  

 
Also, Paul stressed the role of those who labor in the church as those who “go before” (as in 
“going first” in example in the battle) the flock, as leaders, not as those who lord it over: 

 
1 Thess 5:12 Now we ask you, brothers and sisters, to acknowledge those who work hard among you, who care 
for you in the Lord and who admonish you. 

 
Since many people, especially in autocratic, authoritarian, totalitarian, and dictatorial 
situations get used to the appearance of order (controlled chaos), people confuse control 
with order. For example, when the totalitarian (esp. Communist/Socialist) regimes of 
Eastern Europe crumbled in our generation some people began to cry out for a return to 
the apparent sense of security such control had provided. On a much smaller scale, in local 
churches leaders are often terrified of open questioning and discussion among the flock, 
since it might “open a can of worms” and bring dissensions. So, the flock, happy to keep a 
semblance of peace, sacrifice their freedom in Christ. They also forsake their responsibility 
in the priesthood of all believers to submit in the power of the Holy Spirit to Christ as the 
Head and King and Ruler of his church.  A boss I once had used to be fond of saying, 
“Sometimes one just has to be a dictator.” Thinking it was a jest, I sometimes laughed. 
Finding later that he really believed this foolish idea, I questioned him on the it and he 
responded, “since you do not see the big picture like me, just fall into the chain of command 
and do not go outside of that.” Rather, I believe that Jesus is our Head and Ruler, and we 
belong to him and submit to him alone as equals. To reject Jesus’ model for his followers in 
that way is extraordinarily hazardous and harmful to the whole body, since we cannot 
serve two masters (as he himself taught us). In all systems of domination, revolution and 
retaliation become the inevitable cycle of sin, and systems where all are treated as 
“insubordinate” who question the autocracy. Structures that enslave, leading to strong-arm 
pastors and “heavy-shepherds” and unaccountable rulers are the very thing Jesus came to 
destroy and replace with his kingdom-order. In contrast to Jesus’ order, Cole notes that 
“The chain of command that we have established is the chain that holds us in bondage.”[2] 
Further in conclusion, he states,  

 
“The chain of command in the church is keeping us from becoming a living, thriving, 
functioning spiritual body that has arms to reach and embrace the lost and broken and feet 
that move at the impulse of the Head’s compassion.”[3] 

 

http://biblehub.com/1_peter/5-2.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_peter/5-3.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_peter/5-4.htm
https://stephenhague.wordpress.com/2019/08/13/bound-by-the-chain-of-command-messed-up-from-top-to-bottom-by-neil-cole-a-review/#_ftn2
https://stephenhague.wordpress.com/2019/08/13/bound-by-the-chain-of-command-messed-up-from-top-to-bottom-by-neil-cole-a-review/#_ftn3
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The gospel of Jesus establishes clearly that all are made in the image of God, all need 
redemption equally, and therefore no-one has any right to usurp our creational and 
redemptional role of being an equal in the priesthood of believers, since every believer 

shares the dominion and care of 
creation along with king Adam and King 
Jesus the King of all Kings. I would be 
willing to bet my life on these Kingdom 
principles, because they are from Jesus 
our Lord, the only Head of the church 
and of all creation that awaits the day 
when he becomes all in all, since he is 
over all of his creation, and will restore 
it all, every grain and atom to its rightful 
place in his glorious presence:[4]  
 
(left) “A legitimate chain of command” 
by Chuck Larsen 

 
1 Co 15:23-28 But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ’s at His coming, 
24 then comes the end, when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father, when He has abolished all rule 
and all authority and power. 25 For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet. 26 The last 
enemy that will be abolished is death. 27 For HE HAS PUT ALL THINGS IN SUBJECTION UNDER HIS FEET. But 
when He says, “All things are put in subjection,” it is evident that He is excepted who put all things in subjection 
to Him. 28 When all things are subjected to Him, then the Son Himself also will be subjected to the One who 
subjected all things to Him, so that God may be all in all. 

 

[1] Neil Cole, Organic Leadership: Leading Naturally Right Where You Are (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 2009), p. 91. 

[2] Neil Cole, Organic Leadership, p. 93.   

[3] Neil Cole, Organic Leadership, pp. 93-94.   

[4] See also Jonathan Leeman, Don’t Fire Your Church Members: the Case for 
Congregationalism (Nashville, Tennessee, 2016). 

Some more quotes: 

“Spiritually abusive groups routinely use guilt, fear, and intimidation as effective means for 

controlling their members. In my opinion, the leaders consciously foster and unhealthy form of 

dependency, spiritually and interpersonally, by focusing on themes of submission, loyalty, and 

obedience to those in authority. In all totalitarian environments dependency is necessary for 

subjugation.” Ronald M. Enroth, Churches that Abuse: Help for Those Hurt by Legalism, 

Authoritarian Leadership, Manipulation, Excessive Discipline, Spiritual Intimidation (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House). 1992, p. 103. 

“Authoritarian pastors frequently use militaristic imagery to illustrate their strict systems of 

authority and discipline.” P. 89   

https://stephenhague.wordpress.com/2019/08/13/bound-by-the-chain-of-command-messed-up-from-top-to-bottom-by-neil-cole-a-review/#_ftn4
http://biblehub.com/1_corinthians/15-23.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_corinthians/15-24.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_corinthians/15-25.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_corinthians/15-26.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_corinthians/15-27.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_corinthians/15-28.htm
https://stephenhague.wordpress.com/2019/08/13/bound-by-the-chain-of-command-messed-up-from-top-to-bottom-by-neil-cole-a-review/#_ftnref1
https://stephenhague.wordpress.com/2019/08/13/bound-by-the-chain-of-command-messed-up-from-top-to-bottom-by-neil-cole-a-review/#_ftnref2
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