
Roland Porter grew up in a segregated 
Covington, Tenn.

He was not permitted to attend school 
with white students. Drinking fountains and 
rest rooms were labeled “Whites Only.” 

But even in those discouraging days, he 
dared to dream of a society with expanding 
opportunity.

“I thought we’d have black senators some-
day, I could see that as a possibility,” says 
Porter, now associate professor of business in 
the McAfee School of Business Administra-
tion and director of Union’s new Center for 
Racial Reconciliation. 

 “I dared not hope for or imagine a black 
president,” Porter continues. “Obama heard 
about the American dream, and he believed it 
fully. I believed it, but with reservation.” 

In the election of Barack Obama, Porter sees 
an important opportunity for American society 
that has nothing to do with partisan politics. 
He sees a chance to change the way people 
from diverse backgrounds get along together.

“We just about have everything we’re going 
to get, doing what we’ve been doing,” he says. 
“So, if we want something different, we’re go-

ing to have to do something different.”
Porter sees the next step in race relations to 

be candid and ultimately productive discus-
sions in which people put aside their fears of 
being misunderstood or insulted and work in-
stead within a model of trust and acceptance.

At Union, Porter sees the new Center for 
Racial Reconciliation as a place where that 
level of discussion can be encouraged. 

Within the Center, people will develop 
what he describes as Christian strategies to 
reverse the unjust consequences of racial dis-
crimination and to prevent their recurrence.

To achieve those goals, Porter wants to 
make use of research, advocacy, clinical studies, 
internships, public forums and scholarships.

Porter says Christians of all races should be 
playing an engaging role in this important work, 

but he also observes many do not participate.
“Some of that is due to our sinful nature. 

Otherwise, it’s the status quo. If things are 
going reasonably well, why bother?”

One of Porter’s goals during the Center’s 
first year is to encourage further diversify in 
Union’s student population. But the goals 
don’t end there. 

“I would hope we can have more African-
American and other non-Caucasian staff,” he 
says. “I would hope we could have more African-
American students in fraternities and sororities.”

The Center has plans to host “brown-bag” 
and other gatherings in connection with 
Black History month. Campus-wide dis-
cussions of George Yancey’s book “Beyond 
Racial Gridlock” are planned. A special chapel 
service was held Feb. 11 with Frank Ander-
son, pastor of True Light Baptist Church in 
Memphis as the featured Speaker.

 “We have to acknowledge that we have been 
parties to each other’s pain,” says Porter. “If we 
do that and then say ‘we really want to move 
forward from here’ we can move forward from 
here by generally caring for each other.”

Caring strategies are already unfolding at Union.

Campus citizens – the group Mosaic, Greek 
letter and non-Greek letter organizations, as 
well as individual students, staff and faculty 
– are proactively seeking to broaden relation-
ships with people who are racially  
different from themselves.

Racial reconciliation has practical value 
beyond obedience to the Great Command-
ment. It is also preparing students to live and 
work in a world much different than the place 
where young Roland Porter grew up. It will 
be essential for them to interact with people 
from a wide range of backgrounds and native 
languages. 

“I think that will help us to prepare our 
students better to go out into a world that  
is becoming different than the world I grew 
up in.”

Toward a Great Commandment campus
Roland Porter Directs Union’s Center for Racial Reconciliation
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There are many ways to track a 
school’s national profile, and to put 
too much stock in any one source 

probably provides an incomplete 
picture. But in the case of Union Uni-
versity, there are sources recognizing 
excellence in a variety of areas. 

For example, U.S.News & World 
Report attempts to measure name rec-
ognition alongside academic strength 
and a host of other factors in its annual 
rankings of colleges and universities.

When the magazine’s annual Best 
Colleges edition hit the newsstands 
and Internet in August, Union had 
retained its ranking at 20th among 
Master’s Universities in the South and 
achieved a top-tier designation for a 
12th consecutive year.

But it also received a recognition 
that had not existed prior to 2008.

Editors opened a new category. It 
focuses on schools that “have recently 
made the most promising and inno-
vative changes in academics, faculty, 
students, campus, or facilities.”

Union University was among only 
70 schools placed on this new list of 
“schools to watch,” and ranked fifth 
in the new category among Master’s 
Universities in the South.

Union also was listed among 21 
southern schools considered “A+ Op-
tions for B Students.” Editors explain 
their definition of “B student” is 
someone who might not be admitted 

to a handful of  
highly competitive 
schools yet would 
benefit from a rigorous 
academic experience.

“To provide top-flight aca-
demics without developing an elitist 
mindset has been the goal of this uni-
versity for many years,” says Union 
President David S. Dockery. “To be 
so recognized as an ‘A+’ university for 
a wide array of students speaks to the 
uniqueness of Union’s identity and 
mission.”

Another indication that Union 
provides access to deserving students 
from a variety of backgrounds is its in-
clusion in the annual “College Access 
and Opportunity Guide.” Colleges 
and universities are chosen based on 
academic rigor and accessibility. Only 
220 schools were selected nationally; 
Union was one of only four Tennessee 
institutions in the guide.

As the institutional investment re-
quired for providing higher education 
continues to escalate, a key factor 
in becoming accessible is cost. The 
annual “America’s 100 Best College 
Buys” report is an independent evalu-
ation of academic quality and cost.

Union is included among America’s 
100 Best College Buys for a fourth 
consecutive year. The newest findings 
are based on a survey of 1,453 accred-
ited U.S. colleges and universities.
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For the third straight year, Union 
University has been named to the 
President’s Higher Education Com-

munity Service Honor Roll for exemplary 
service efforts and service to America’s 
communities. 

This year, 635 colleges and universities 
were named to the honor roll, including 
12 from Tennessee. Union is the only 
West Tennessee institution, outside of 
Memphis, on the list. Union is also one 
of only 160 institutions named to the list 
for three straight years, and one of only 

six four-year schools in Tennessee with 
that distinction. 

Union’s sixth annual “Cam-
pus and Community: A Day of 
Remembrance and Service” took 
on even greater significance in 
November. The day was originally 
conceived as an ongoing way to 
thank the community for its re-

sponse following a tornado in 2002. 
Memories of the February destruction 

and Jackson’s kindness led to a huge re-
sponse in 2008: more than 800 students, 
faculty and staff formed 60 work teams.

Despite losing prime recruiting time 
during February and March, Union’s 
fall enrollment of 3,770 represents a 

whopping 14 percent increase from the 
record enrollment of fall 2007; it was up 
91 percent from fall 1996.

This 11th consecutive enrollment 
increase came just a few months after 
another Union record: a 2007-08 gradu-
ating class numbering 950. Replacing so 
large a number of students and achieving 
a record enrollment in a year when the 
campus sustained $40 million in tor-
nado damage surpassed the expectations 
of many, including President David S. 
Dockery.

“Seven months ago, we didn’t know if 
Union University would still exist today,” 
Dockery said. “And now we’re celebrat-
ing our highest enrollment ever and an 
unprecedented growth of 14 percent in a 
single year.” 
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