
What CCS Has Meant to Me 
An Interview with Jonah Yousif, B.A., Duke University, 2016 

Q: Jonah, you’ve done a lot 
with CCS the last few 
years, from participating in 
reading groups and short 
courses to introducing lec-
turers and co-leading a 
Duke house course on C.S. 
Lewis guided by CCS. How 

has CCS influenced you in your time at 
Duke? 

A: CCS has helped me establish the tools to  
engage in my faith intellectually. It also pro-
vided me with the platform to discuss diffi-
cult questions of Christianity on this cam-
pus. In a sense, I felt as though the barriers 
to address these questions were broken 
down because of my experience with CCS, 
and I attribute my feeling of comfort in talk-
ing about these difficult questions to the 
Center. 

 

Q: What has been your favorite activity over 
the last few years? Why? 

A: The C.S. Lewis house course was defi-
nitely the most important for me. I had 
read Narnia before, so the material wasn’t 
new, but Edward Dixon, the CCS Program 
Director, guided my co-instructors and me 
as we taught the course. I learned a lot 
about how all instructors bring their pre-
suppositions into their courses, and this 
helped me feel the freedom to share my 
own, distinctly Christian, perspectives on 
the material we were reading. Plus, I’ve 
drawn on Narnia in conversations unrelat-
ed to the house course because Lewis gives 
so many images that help us think about 
difficult matters of Christian faith. 

 

Q: How do you feel CCS has helped you 
grow as a Christian over these years? 

A: The short courses and reading groups 
encouraged me to ask hard questions that 
my non-Christian friends were asking me. 
The lectures highlight big topics for con-
versation, but longitudinal activities like 
short courses and reading groups gave us a 
space to discuss themes over a longer peri-
od of time. I grew in my confidence be-
cause I learned more about scripture and 
gained a supportive community that is 
working through the same things. In the 
spring 2016 reading group on apologetics, 
for example, we talked about the resurrec-
tion, which helped me have conversations 
with my non-Christian friends about why it 
isn’t irrational to believe God raised Jesus 
from the dead. I could turn to scripture 
and offer intelligent answers, rather than 
shrinking back and saying, “let’s agree to 
disagree,” as I would have a year ago. Plus, 
it was really important to know that my 
friends were having the same conversations 
with their friends. 

 

Q: What impact has CCS had on the Duke 
student community, not just on you? 

A: I think of this in terms of what Duke 
would be without CCS. Students want to 
talk about the things CCS talks about, even 
students who are critical of Christian faith. 
They have questions about why they’re 
here and the purpose of life, but they often 
don’t have anyone to talk to, so it’s easy for 
them to overlook the intelligent answers 
Christians can give to these questions. CCS 
gives students resources for these conver-
sations, but the resources aren’t just new 
information and better answers but also 
the people, the leaders and the students. 
When I have hard conversations, I know 
there’s a fan club behind me so that if I 
fail, I can admit that, ask questions, learn, 
and try again.  

Praveen Sethupathy, 

Assistant Professor of Genetics 

at UNC-Chapel Hill, 

lectures on 

“Genesis and Genetics: 

Friends or Foes?” 

At The Intersection  
of 

Students and Faculty 

Part of forming a community is 

having not just shared intellectual 

space, but shared physical space 

and shared experiences. Students 

continually emphasize to me how 

important it is for them simply to 

know that Christian faculty exist. 

Many others want to engage 

those faculty in real and honest 

questions about faith. Still others 

want to engage them in order to 

discover how to pursue areas of 

study with Christian perspectives.  

When I was a student at Duke, I 

knew of one Christian faculty 

member. I am thankful that I 

knew of him. He showed me that 

it is possible to be smart and be a 

Christian. The sad part of this 

story is that I only knew of him. I 

am not sure that I ever met him. I 

certainly did not have the benefit 

of learning from him in the class-

room or engaging with him in 

conversation. I was mostly to 

blame. I did not take the initia-

tive. Still, I wonder how my expe-

rience at Duke might have 

changed if I had had opportuni-

ties to interact with him. 

Connecting students and faculty 

is one of the core purposes of 

CCS. We have sought to make 

these connections since the very 

beginning of our student pro-

gramming, and we have done so 

through our classes, reading 

groups, and lectures. This inter-

mixing of students and faculty 

enables students not just to know 

about professors who are Chris-

tian, but to see them in person, 

connect with them, and learn 

from and alongside them.  

 

(for more turn to the back) 



 

*Expenses are heavily weighted  

towards CCS’s educational  

and mentorship mission,  

which accounts for 77% of 

total expenses for 2015-2016.    
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WE’VE REACHED 80% of our OPERATIONAL FUND GOAL. HELP US REACH THE REST! 

Left: CCS Program Director, Edward Dixon, with participants in the Wisdom short course offered in Spring 2016. Middle: Mac McCorkle and Michael 
Gerson draw a large crowd for a conversation on “Faith in the White House” in September 2015. Right: students from a variety of Duke campus 
groups join Servants with a Heart to pack food for hungry children in Central America (January 2016). 

A few weeks before this spring’s gradua-

tion, I had lunch with a Duke senior who, 

as a sophomore, took our first-ever short 

course, “Human Flourishing in Political 

and Economic Thought.” He spoke of the 

class’s impact on him and remarked par-

ticularly about a Christian faculty member 

who participated as a student in the course 

right alongside the undergrads. The faculty 

member modeled for him how to be a 

student and showed him that it is okay to 

ask questions. This interaction will be one 

of the unique memories this student car-

ries with him as he leaves Duke. I cannot 

help but think that if CCS had not offered 

such a course, this experience would not 

have happened for him. 
 

Another notable experience occurred at 

our final lecture of this year. UNC geneti-

cist Praveen Sethupathy addressed ques-

tions of human identity on the basis of 

both genetics and Christianity. In attend-

ance were over seventy students and seven 

Christian faculty members. This was the 

first time in CCS’s lifespan that such a 

balance of students and Christian faculty 

was together in one room.  
 

I realized then that the power of shared 

experience far surpasses a student’s simply 

knowing that Christian faculty members 

exist at Duke. Forming a community of 

students and faculty engaged together in 

thinking as Christians about the workings 

of the world captures what is lost in the 

modern university experience. After the 

lecture ended, faculty members and stu-

dents conversed around the room, show-

ing the simple power that such common 

experiences yield. Students were connect-

ing with Christian faculty at an individual, 

personal level. I am delighted to think 

how these encounters might lead to fur-

ther and stronger connections – whether 

through future conversations or students 

seeking out and enrolling in classes taught 

by these Christian faculty. 
 

As this academic year comes to a close 

and we prepare for the next, we ask you to 

join us in continuing to build the space 

that makes intersections of students and 

faculty possible. Over the coming year, we 

hope to multiply the stories I have shared 

above. Without your partnership, these 

stories do not happen because these spac-

es are not built. Thank you for building 

them with us.  
 

- Edward Dixon, CCS Program Director 


