
VOLUME 2, NUMBER 1 November 2016

Context, Ideas, dIalogue –  
shapIng theologICal eduCatIon

Evan Hunter

InResponse: InveRseR l’InnovatIon  
InResponse: ReveRse InnovatIon (tRanslated)

David Kasali and 
Honoré Kwany

Re-landIng theologICal eduCatIon Perry Shaw

IndIalogue: Respuesta al aRtíCulo  
“Re-landIng theologICal eduCatIon”  
IndIalogue: Response to the aRtICle  

“Re-landIng  theologICal eduCatIon” (tRanslated)

David Suazo

Re-vIewIng soCIal pResenCe  
In lIght of Jesus’ fRIendshIp:  

ImplICatIons foR onlIne theologICal eduCatIon

Timoteo Gener

sustaInIng what matteRs In  
theologICal eduCatIon

Jason Ferenczi

IN THIS ISSUE:

ISSN: 2472-0844



2

November 2016

Table of Contents

InSights Journal For Global Theological Education 3

Submission Guidelines 6

Context, Ideas, Dialogue – Shaping Theological Education 9

Inverser l’Innovation: Une Réponse 13

Reverse Innovation: A Response 17

Re-Landing Theological Education 20

Re-Landing Theological Education – Una respuesta 27

Re-Landing Theological Education – A Response 31

Re-Viewing Social Presence in Light of Jesus’ Friendship with Implications for  
Online Theological Education 35

Sustaining What Matters in Theological Education 48



3

InSights Journal For  
Global Theological Education

www.insightsjournal.org

Purpose: The InSights Journal for Global Theological Education provides 
a forum for scholars and practitioners to address issues broadly related 
to theological education. We are particularly interested in engaging non-
Western voices in the global conversation. The journal’s audience includes 
faculty, administrators, resource and funding agencies, accrediting bodies, 
and other researchers in the field of theological education.

Editorial Board

Dr. Andy Alo, Director of the Doctoral Program at Shalom University of Bunia 
(Democratic Republic of Congo)

Dr. Marcos Orison de Almeida, Professor and Administrator at South American 
Theological Seminary (Brazil) 

Dr. Athena Gorospe, Professor and Director of Research at Asia Theological  
Seminary (Philippines) 

Dr. John Jusu, Regional Director at Overseas Council and Professor at Africa 
International University (Sierra Leone)

Dr. Lal Senanayake, President of Lanka Bible College and Seminary  
(Sri Lanka)

Dr. David Suazo J., Director of the PhD Program at SETECA (Guatemala)

Dr. Tharwat Whaba, Professor and Dean of Students at Evangelical Theological 
Seminary (Egypt)

Dr. Carver Yu, President Emeritus of China Graduate School of Theology  
(Hong Kong)



4

November 2016

Executive Editor:                 Evan Hunter, PhD
Content/Copy Editor:     Bonnie Lin
Layout and Website Management:           Jenya Edelberg

To Subscribe to the Journal, visit www.insightsjournal.org



5

© Copyright 2016 InSights Journal for Theological Education

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in 
nay form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, including photocopying or 
recording, or by means of information storage or retrieval system, except as may 
be expressly permitted by the 1976 Copyright act or in writing from the publisher.

Permission is hereby granted without charge for the reproduction and 
distribution of this work, or any of its parts, for educational purposes by schools, 
administrators, faculty members, students, or libraries provided that no fee or 
compensation is charged for copies, use of, or access to such information beyond 
the actual cost of reproduction or access and that the copyright notices included  
in intact. 

The views expressed in the Journal are those of the authors. Publication does not 
necessarily signify endorsement by the InSights Journal for Theological Education 
or its Editorial Board.

Cover Photo: Coptic Church, Cairo, Egypt. Photo by E. Hunter
ISSN: 2472-0844



6

November 2016

Submission Guidelines

Format: The InSights Journal is published semiannually online. Articles 
focus on matters related to the theory and practice of theological education, 
including but not limited to teaching, curriculum design, educational models, 
sustainability, administrative and organizational issues, and theological and 
societal engagement.

Each issue features four to five articles, editorial essays, and book reviews. The 
Journal is published digitally, with all articles available for download in .pdf 
format. In addition, the website provides space for conversations and resources 
pertinent to global theological education.

Language: The InSights Journal is currently published in English. However, we will 
receive original articles written in English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Russian, 
and Chinese.  Articles written in languages other than English will be translated 
and published both in the original language and with English translation.

Articles and Essays: The InSights Journal invites submissions consistent with 
its purpose and mission. Unsolicited articles and essays will be reviewed by at 
least two members of the editorial board for recommendation, and by the editors 
for content and style. The board will not consider articles or essays submitted 
simultaneously to other journals.

1. Recommended length: 2,000-5,000 words

2. Authors should follow the Chicago Manual of Style, 16th Edition, using one-
inch margins, left justification, and endnote citations. Convert all footnotes 
to endnotes.

3. Write in the third person whenever possible.

4. Where appropriate, utilize headings to organize text, following the style 
dictated by the Chicago Manual of Style. 

5. When quoting Scripture, include the Bible translation with each reference.

6. Include a one-paragraph abstract (100 words max.) at the beginning  
of the article.

7. Include a one-paragraph biography at the end of the article that identifies the 
author’s institution or organization, position, and relevant experience. 

8. Submit as .doc files to facilitate the editing and formatting process.

9. Send all submissions to editor@insightsjournal.org.
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Book Reviews: The InSights Journal includes reviews of books that are new or 
important to the field of global theological education. To propose a book for 
review, email the bibliographic information and a brief (80 words max.) description 
to editor@insightsjournal.org.

1. Maximum length: 1,500 words

2. Each review should include a summary (~500 words), followed by a critical 
assessment (~1,000 words) of the book’s argument and contribution to 
theological education.

3. Reviews should conform to the Chicago Manual of Style, 16th Edition, 
using one-inch margins, left justification, and endnote citations. Convert all 
footnotes to endnotes.

4. Direct quotations from the book should include only page numbers in 
parentheses. Do not include “p./pp.” or the author’s name.

5. Cite additional references, if any, as endnotes.

6. Submit as .doc files to facilitate the editing and formatting process.

Send all submissions to editor@insightsjournal.org.

InResponse: The InSights Journal publishes select essays responding to articles 
previously published in The Journal. InResponse Essays should focus on one or 
more points presented in the published article. Responses may offer questions, 
counterpoints, elaborations, or illustrations. Submissions should not exceed 1000 
words. The Editors reserve the right to publish at their own discretion and edit 
responses for clarity.

Send all submissions to editor@insightsjournal.org.
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Distribution and Subscriptions

Distribution for InSights Journal for Global Theological Education includes 
administrators, educators and those providing resources for theological education 
globally. Institutions, libraries and individuals can subscribe to The Journal for free 
by visiting The Journal website – www.insightsjournal.org 

The Journal is available online in downloadable .pdf format as an entire issue or 
by individual article. Libraries and individuals have permission to print and use in 
accordance with the copyright of The Journal.

Continue the Conversation

InSights Journal seeks to increase communication, sharing and conversation about 
issues pertinent to theological education. 

To continue discourse on topics discussed in the articles of this issue, or others 
presented by members of the community, visit the Conversations tab on the 
InSights Journal website – www.insightsjournal.org.
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Context, Ideas, Dialogue – Shaping  
Theological Education

The InSights Journal exists because theological education plays a critical role in 
the growth and maturation of the global church. Theological schools provide the 
training ground for Christian leaders serving in the Church and society, as well 
bear a responsibility to think theologically and respond prophetically to critical 
issues.  The Journal promotes discourse on what Edgar (2005) has described as 
the multiple dimensions of theological education: content, purpose, methods, 
ethos, contexts, and participants. As the Journal engages both theory and practice 
across this broad range of topics, three considerations serve as guideposts.

Theological education is an inherently contextual enterprise. It must recognize 
the circumstances impacting theological development and leader formation 
as grounded in particular geographic, historical, social, temporal, and cultural 
realities. Increasingly, varied contexts interact with and affect one another. An 
awareness of theological education’s contextual nature allows for more effective 
global discourse as participants engage multiple perspectives. 

In theological education, knowledge of and about God is essential. Yet, 
theologians have also come to appreciate that theology develops in response to 
the particular questions and challenges faced by the Church in its sociocultural 
and historical setting, whether that is the ancient Roman Empire, the European 
continent, or the many other contemporary global contexts. Bevans declares the 
engagement of context a “theological imperative” and “a process that is part 
of the very nature of theology itself” (2002, 3).  Recognizing the importance of 
context in theological process ultimately leads to a more robust understanding of 
God and revelation.

EVAN R. HUNTER
ScholarleaderS InternatIonal
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Furthermore, the Church is an embodied entity that actively addresses the needs 
of a particular sociocultural setting. Historically, the Church has both responded 
to and shaped the surrounding culture. Formation of Christian leaders, lay or 
vocational, requires attention to the particular contexts of their future ministry. 
Issues related to racial reconciliation, political engagement, sexual ethics, 
economics, and protection of the marginalized require biblically grounded 
theological responses to local realities. The formation of Christian leaders thus 
requires understanding of and sensitivity to context.

As Victor Hugo once observed: stronger than armies is the irresistible power of an 
idea whose time has come. Ideas have power. Ideas matter.  Ideas contribute to 
change and progress.

Research data, whether gathered in the library or in the field, provide the raw 
materials from which ideas are constructed. Once formulated, ideas can be shared, 
tested, critiqued, disputed, improved, and amplified. Ideas can lead to new 
opportunities and solutions. 

In a time of change, new ideas are needed in theological education. Even well-
established ideas from one context can be novel and useful in another. Shared 
ideas enable learning and promote innovation that can help address the needs 
of new and changing contexts. Ideas can be contagious. Good ideas provoke 
further conversation.

Rather than replicating a set body of knowledge, the practice of theological 
education is an integrative exercise that requires careful engagement of biblical 
texts, contexts, practitioners, the Church, and society. Therefore, we need 
vehicles for generating new ideas; for sharing existing ideas across contexts; 
and for critiquing, developing, and improving common practices. We need space 
for sharing pragmatic and innovative approaches to pedagogy and curriculum 
development, case studies that illustrate effective approaches to research, and 
reviews of resources that serve those who train leaders for the Church. 

Moreover, theological educators often take a leading role in reflecting thoughtfully 
and biblically on pressing issues facing the Church and society.  Increased 
nationalism may call for a clearer theology of citizenship and Christian identity, 
hardships endured in contexts where Christians are a vulnerable minority may 
inspire reflections on eschatological hope, and rampant injustice may challenge 
the Church to develop a public and prophetic voice. The Church needs women and 
men who can formulate and share theological ideas on such critical issues. Global 
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theological education needs spaces where leaders can exchange and critique 
their ideas.  

In our mission, we position The Journal as a vehicle for discourse because we 
believe the exchange of ideas is critical for theological education today.

Dialogue allows for engagement with new ideas, growth, and development. In 
dialogue, we integrate ideas with our own contexts. 

Dialogue also requires a posture of openness and humility, and involves both 
conversing and listening. In dialogue, the participants share their convictions, 
but do so with a willingness to learn and, potentially, to change. Dialogue creates 
opportunities for participants to ask questions, challenge current practices, 
and explore new possibilities. As a multilateral experience, dialogue opens 
contributors to a broader knowledge base as well by enabling the group’s 
experiences and expertise to be shared in response. Interactions with others and 
collective critical reflections can lead to greater understanding and progress. 

Finally, dialogue, at times, leads to disagreement. Though tensions may be 
uncomfortable, they can also drive the development of even better ideas. 
Theological leaders need opportunities to look up from the intensity of their 
specific ministries and to broaden their horizons by considering ideas from other 
cultural contexts and ecclesiastical traditions. As one African proverb puts it, when 
you dive deep, you need to resurface to see who else is in the pond. 

Theological education uniquely serves the Church by forming and equipping 
women and men to serve in ministry both within and beyond local parishes. 
Theological educators also guide much-needed theological reflection to guide 
the Church as it engages society.  The Church needs theological institutions that 
are rooted in Scripture, attentive and responsive to context, eager to pursue new 
ideas, and open to learning from one another. At The Journal, we invite you to join 
us on the journey marked by these guideposts. Contribute ideas, share from your 
experience, challenge what you read, and talk about it with others.  The Church 
needs this kind of engagement and we each have a role to play in meeting that 
need for the sake of the Kingdom. 
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Inverser l’Innovation: Une Réponse

Le progrès dans la formation théologique n’est pas toujours résultat de l’émulation 
d’un modèle préexistant. Par contre, «le progrès peut requérir de prêter une oreille 
attentive à la demande sur le marché (dans la société) en vue de développer une 
approche totalement différente en réponse aux besoins émergents» (Hunter 
2016, 11). Ce qui a éventuellement conduit à la création de l’Université Chrétienne 
Bilingue du Congo de Congo Initiative (CI-UCBC) a débuté avec une série de 
questionnement, l’écoute de la communauté locale et la recherche d’une nouvelle 
approche pour la formation des leaders pour une nation qui sortait fraichement de 
la guerre.

CI-UCBC, une initiative des congolais en partenariat avec les amis et frères d’outre-
mer, existe “pour répondre à la crise multidimensionnelle qui affecte le progrès 
et le bien-être de la société congolaise” (CI-UCBC 2007). Se présentant comme 
une main à l’Église, le ministère de CI-UCBC repose sur deux piliers: l’éducation 
et le service communautaire. CI-UCBC vise à ramener le réveil dans l’Eglise et le 
changement dans la société. L’initiative est le résultat des discussions entre les 
leaders ecclésiastiques et de la communauté de  Beni, peu après la guerre de 
rébellion et les conflits ethniques qui ont frappé la région en 2002. Trois questions 
ont été posées: «Que s’est-il passé pour que les gens puissent s’entretuer aussi 
cruellement et sans aucune considération pour la vie humaine? Où étaient le 
peuple de Dieu et l’Eglise lors de ces atrocités et souffrances? Que peut-on faire 
pour éviter qu’une telle chose se reproduise un jour? “

Ces questions des leaders ecclésiastiques et de la communauté, témoins de la 
souffrance du peuple dont ils avaient la responsabilité de prendre soins, a révélé 
la nécessité de se préparer pour l’avenir. Des faiblesses ont été notées dans le 
système éducatif et dans la vie de l’Eglise. L’éducation présentait une approche 
de formation essentiellement orientée vers la théorie et la mémorisation, et 

PROF. DAVID MUSIANDE KASALI
recteur de l’ucBc, Fondateur et repréSentant légal de congo InItIatIVe
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déconnectée des réalités des communautés locales. Dans l’Eglise, le Christianisme 
était perçu, compris et vécu plus comme une réalité étrangère simplement greffée 
aux différentes visions du monde déjà existantes. Les participants aux discussions 
ont donc résolu de repenser leurs approches à l’éducation et à la mission afin 
de répondre aux besoins réels du peuple de Dieu et de la nation. Ainsi, est né 
Congo Initiative (CI), une approche holistique à la mission pour revigorer l’Église 
dans l’œuvre de la formation des disciples serviteurs et agents de transformation 
dans la société congolaise. Cette formation devait cibler les personnes de tous 
les âges et de toutes les catégories sociales: les pasteurs dans le ministère, les 
professionnels dans les services, les familles dans les communautés, et les jeunes 
en tant que leaders en devenir.

Six centres ont été créés pour mener à bien la mission de Congo Initiative sous 
les ailles de l’Université Chrétienne Bilingue du Congo. UCBC sert de centre où 
les jeunes sont préparés à travers une formation en triade (académie, travail 
et service) pour devenir des agents de changements dans leurs communautés 
respectives et dans l’Église. Le Centre pour le Renouveau dans l’Église et la 
Mission Globale offre des programmes de formation pour les pasteurs et les 
leaders laïcs dans l’Eglise en vue de la promotion d’un ministère adapté au 
contexte. Le Centre pour le Développement Professionnel s’évertue à outiller 
les professionnels avec les valeurs chrétiennes utiles pour leur service partout 
où ils sont. Le Centre pour le Développement Familial et Communautaire vise à 
réhabiliter les familles touchées par la crise sociale. Ce centre sert également 
les enfants des familles vulnérables et pauvres à travers une école primaire 
spéciale dénommée La Charité. Le Centre pour le Développement et le Partenariat 
mobilise les ressources au niveau international et local pour soutenir l’œuvre 
de Congo Initiative en RDC et à l’étranger. Une fois opérationnel, le Centre pour 
l’Art Congolais et la Formation en différents Métiers favorisera la diffusion de l’art 
congolais et il servira à équiper les personnes pour l’auto-prise en charge.

En guise d’exemple d’innovation en réponse aux besoins exprimés, le Centre pour 
le Développement Professionnel anime des formations annuelles des juristes 
(avocats, magistrats et juges) ayant conduit à la formation de l’Association 
des Juristes Chrétiens du Congo avec des antennes à Bunia, Beni, Butembo et 
Goma. Par ailleurs, de ces rencontres des juristes chrétiens a jailli l’initiative de 
l’ouverture d’une Faculté de Droit déjà opérationnel à partir d’Octobre 2016 à 
l’UCBC avec objectif de préparer des juristes chrétiens pour impacter le système 
judiciaire de la RDC avec des valeurs chrétiennes. En outre, le Centre pour le 
Renouveau dans l’Église et la Mission Globale continue d’animer des séminaires 
et formations sur la réconciliation et la guérison des blessures intérieures 
dans les communautés autrefois déchirées par les conflits interethniques dans 
l’ancienne Province Orientale, au Nord-Kivu, et dans les pays voisins (République 
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Centrafricaine, Uganda et Rwanda). Le Centre a aussi une branche qui offre une 
formation en leadership et développement pour aider les victimes des conflits à se 
prendre en charge.

Les recherches récentes ont démontrées que l’approche holistique de Congo 
Initiative à la mission et à l’éducation initie non seulement la transformation 
personnelle mais aussi le changement social (Bunduki 2016). L’approche de 
CI-UCBC consistant à offrir l’éducation dans un cadre de vie en communauté 
où il y a accessibilité et interaction constante reflète quelque peu l’exemple de 
l’Église primitive où les membres de la communauté vivaient comme un seul 
corps et une famille. Cette approche à l’éducation s’apparente également avec 
la vie en communauté, caractéristique essentielle de l’organisation de la vie en 
société africaine traditionnelle où les enfants constituaient un nouvel espoir pour 
perpétuer la vie dans la communauté.

A travers son approche holistique et inclusive à la mission, Congo Initiative 
est entrain de façonner une nouvelle génération de cadres, en particulier les 
‘millennials’, espoir pour l’Eglise et la nation dans un monde en mutation. 
Ainsi, des cœurs sont touchés avec des valeurs positives, des barrières 
ethniques sont brisées et un nouvel espoir pointe à l’horizon avec une nouvelle 
génération d’apprenants capable de participer activement à la vie sociale et à 
la reconstruction de leur nation. L’approche de Congo Initiative déclenche un 
changement de mentalité qui fait passer les apprenants du pessimisme, du 
fatalisme et de l’égoïsme à l’optimisme et une perspective de vie inclusive et 
altruiste. L’éducation est ainsi un véritable outil de libération (Mannoia 2015). 
L’Eglise se trouve revigoré non seulement à vivre comme la lumière du monde 
et sel de la terre, mais aussi dans la communication et le vécu quotidien du 
christianisme non pas comme un ensemble de pratiques légalistes, mais plutôt 
comme une relation personnelle libératrice avec Dieu le Créateur par son Fils 
Jésus-Christ, en qui tout et tous les hommes sont réconciliés.
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Reverse Innovation: A Response

Progress in theological education does not always begin with copying a model 
from somewhere else. Instead, “progress may require listening more carefully to 
the market and developing an entirely different approach in response to emerging 
needs” (Hunter 2016, 11). What eventually led to the Congo Initiative’s Université 
Chrétienne Bilingue du Congo (CI-UCBC) began with asking questions, listening, 
and seeking new approaches to training leaders for a nation recovering from war.

CI-UCBC, a Congolese initiative with overseas friends, exists “to respond to the 
multidimensional crisis that affects the progress and welfare of the Congolese 
society” (CI-UCBC 2007). Serving as the Church’s hands and feet, CI-UCBC’s 
ministry is represented by two pillars: education and community service. CI-UCBC 
aims to bring revival to the Church and change to society. The initiative emerged 
from discussions among church and community leaders in Beni shortly after 
the rebellion and ethnic war in 2002. Three questions were asked: “What went 
wrong that people would destroy and kill each other without regard for human 
life? Where had God’s people, the Church, been in the midst of such widespread 
suffering and violence? What could be done to prevent such a thing from 
happening again?” 

These questions from community and church leaders, who had witnessed the 
suffering of the people whom they had the privilege to shepherd, revealed the 
need to prepare for the future. Weaknesses in the educational system (mostly 
content focused banking models, theory-oriented, and disconnected from the 
realities of local communities) and in the Church (in relation to the way people 
received, understood, and lived out Christianity as an alien reality merely tacked 
onto their own worldviews) were noted. Participants decided to rethink their 
approaches to education and mission in order to respond to the real needs 
of God’s people and of the nation. As a result, a holistic missional approach 

PROFESSOR DAVID MUSIANDE KASALI
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to reinvigorating the Church in making disciples for service as transformation 
agents in the hurting Congolese society was birthed: Congo Initiative (CI). The 
initiative targeted people of all ages from all walks of life: pastors in ministry, 
professionals in services, families in communities, and youths as prospective 
community leaders. 

Six centers were established to carry out the mission of Congo Initiative under 
the leadership of the Université Chrétienne Bilingue du Congo. UCBC serves as 
a center where young people are prepared through triadic training (academics, 
work, and service) to be Kingdom agents who will impact their communities and 
the Church. The Church Renewal and Global Mission Center provides training 
programs for pastors and lay ministers to engage in contextual ministry. The 
Professional Development Center focuses on equipping professionals with 
Kingdom values. The Center for Family and Community Development seeks to 
rehabilitate families affected by the social crisis. This center also serves children 
from vulnerable and poor families through a special primary school: La Charité. 
The Center for Development and Partnership mobilizes resources internationally 
and locally to support the work of Congo Initiative in the DRC and overseas. Once 
operational, the Center for Congolese Art and Vocational Training will promote the 
dissemination of Congolese art and also equip people for self-sustenance.

As an example of innovation in response to expressed needs, the Professional 
Development Center has spurred various meetings of Christian lawyers in Bunia, 
Beni, Butembo, and Goma. These meetings have led to the formation of a law 
school in October 2016 to prepare lawyers who can impact the judicial system with 
Kingdom values. In addition, the Center for Church Renewal and Global Mission 
continues to lead reconciliation and healing workshops in communities torn apart 
by years of ethnic conflict in the former Oriental Province, in North Kivu Province, 
and in neighboring countries (Central Africa Republic, Uganda, and Rwanda). The 
Center also has a branch that provides leadership and development training to 
help victims rebuild their lives. 

Recent research shows that Congo Initiative’s holistic approach to mission 
leads to personal transformation and social change (Bunduki 2016). CI-UCBC’s 
community-oriented approach to mission and education aligns with the example 
of the Early Church, where community members lived as one body and family. The 
approach also makes a strong case for community life in educational contexts 
inspired by African traditional society, where children are viewed as the hope of 
their community. 

Through its holistic and inclusive approach to mission, Congo Initiative is nurturing 
a new generation of leaders, particularly millennials, to bring hope to the Church 
and the nation in a rapidly changing world. Hearts are impacted with Kingdom 
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values, ethnic barriers are broken down, and new hope comes with the new 
generation of students who can actively participate in society and in the rebuilding 
of their nation. The Congo Initiative’s approach triggers a shift in students’ 
mentality from pessimism, fatalism, and egotism to optimism, inclusivity, and 
altruism. Education has become a tool for total liberation (Mannoia 2015). The 
Church is being reinvigorated in living as the light of the world and the salt of the 
earth, and in conveying Christianity not as a set of legalistic practices, but rather 
as a liberating relationship with God, the Creator, through his Son Jesus Christ, in 
whom all things and people are reconciled.
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Re-Landing Theological Education

Abstract: Theological education must continue to adapt to changing ministry 
needs. Adaptation may require transplanting theological education from 
its traditional location within the humanities and “re-landing” it among the 
professional studies. Such a move could lead to greater emphases on students’ 
personal maturity and communication skills, context-driven learning, and 
supervised hands-on practice – and ultimately improve ministry preparation for 
greater societal impact.

Mirwan and Dina1  are a couple who studied at our school about five years ago. 
They are now involved in church-planting and evangelism in a predominantly 
Muslim country. Rabia and Ibtisam are involved in evangelistic television 
broadcasting. Hoda and Munir are discipling believers from a non-Christian 
background and on Bible translation. 

As we consider our graduates, we recognize that much in our traditional 
theological curriculum bear little connection to their current ministry contexts. 
If we are serious about preparing men and women for the complex world of the 
twenty-first century, then it is crucial that we reexamine our goals in theological 
education. In particular, I believe that we need to “re-land” theological education 
among fields such as medicine and education, instead of maintaining its 
traditional location within the humanities.

PERRY SHAW
araB BaptISt theologIcal SemInary

Introduction

1 All the names in this introduction have been changed for security reasons. The descriptions 
are accurate.
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The shape of theological education that continues to predominate today is rooted 
in the university model developed in Europe and North America in the early 
nineteenth century. Within the modernist framework of that day, it was important 
that theology find its place within the general schools of knowledge. Theology was 
consequently “landed” within the humanities, alongside fields such as literature, 
philosophy, and history. Close parallels between traditional theological disciplines 
and other fields in the humanities can be observed: biblical studies (literature), 
theology (philosophy), and church history (history). It is not surprising that in 
many cases, the “professional” component of preparation for ministry, often 
entitled “practical” or “applied” theology2, has been seen (either consciously or 
unconsciously) as peripheral or even irrelevant. 

Even in schools that purport to emphasize, as their primary purpose, training for 
ministry, the priority of the “humanities” components is often seen in elements 
such as curricular numbering (precedent numbers are allocated to biblical 
and theological studies, and subsequent numbers are allocated to ministerial 
studies) or scheduling (biblical and theological studies are scheduled in the 
peak learning times of morning sessions and ministerial studies are relegated to 
afternoon sessions). 

Certainly, many graduates appreciate the personal intellectual growth that comes 
through a greater appreciation of our heritage, and the critical-textual skills 
that are gained in a classic approach to theological studies. However, many also 
resonate with the reflection expressed by one experienced pastor: “I came out 
of seminary knowing how to exegete a passage, but I had no idea how to help a 
person struggling to find a sense of purpose or to feel God’s love”  
(Standish 2005, 12-13).

When we consider people like Mirwan and Dina, Rabia and Ibtisam, and Hoda 
and Munir, I would suggest that a more adequate location of theological studies 
would be among professional fields such as medicine, education, and social work. 
While there are often philosophical and ethical studies in these fields, there is 
also a clear understanding that every element should be preparing more effective 
practitioners – as better doctors, teachers, or social workers. Elements drawn 
from the humanities and the social sciences serve to better prepare people for the 
task ahead.

2 Both the title and position of ministerial studies in traditional curricula imply that “true” theology can 
or perhaps should be abstract and “impractical.”

Theological Education as One of the Humanities
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I acknowledge that any discussion of schools of knowledge actually contributes to 
the curricular fragmentation that is the curse of education today. Nonetheless, it 
can be helpful to discuss general areas, as each area has particular qualities and 
strengths. There are multiple approaches, but here is one common way of looking 
at schools of knowledge:

• STEM studies: The acronym STEM stands for science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics – fields that are notorious for the 
preponderance of men over women. They also share a high focus on 
careful analysis, often drawing on the frameworks developed by Greek 
mathematicians, such as Euclid. The scientific method is seen as a standard, 
and rationality is all-important. Consequently, the STEM studies tend to 
emphasize the cognitive domain of learning, giving scant attention to 
the affective and behavioral domains. Mathematics has always been my 
strongest subject and my initial training was in statistics. I still smile when I 
recall one person’s description of a mathematician as a “coldly logical  
non-person.”

• Humanities: These have traditionally included philosophy, history, and 
literature. Often, music and the fine arts are included here, although some 
would separate these out as fields with a high emphasis on aesthetics. 
Key issues in the humanities include hermeneutics, and how the flow of 
ideas has impacted and continues to impact the human race. While the 
development of careful reflective ability is central to these fields, the 
aesthetic component also urges consideration of the affective domain 
of learning.

• Social sciences: Over the past hundred years, the fields of psychology, 
sociology, anthropology, linguistics, communications, and politics have 
come to play an increasingly influential role in the academy and in society 
at large. In their focus on human and social behavior, there is recognition 
of the importance of both careful field research and the development 
of meaningful governing theories. In the past, the emphasis was on 
quantitative research, and use of statistical tools to identify possible 
patterns and relationships. More recently, there has been a growing 
emphasis on qualitative study, which encourages the development of new 
insights that emerge through grounded theory.  The relative strengths of etic 
and emic research are debated fiercely, but the end goal is shared: to better 
understand who we are. While the overall focus is on the cognitive formation 
of the student, study in the social sciences inevitably has affective and 
behavioral implications.

The Dominant Schools of Knowledge
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• Professional studies: These would include fields such as medicine, 
law, education, social work, business, and nursing. As mentioned in the 
introduction, the key characteristic of these fields is that every element 
of the program should, in some way, contribute to a more effective and 
reflective practitioner. Increasingly, it is also being recognized that good 
academic ability is not sufficient: quality practitioners need quality 
character, and consequently, many professional programs are also 
emphasizing listening skills and empathy.

In light of our inherited understanding of theological studies as a subset of the 
humanities, it is not surprising that we emphasize textual and historical analysis. 
As Manfred Kohl once described, 90% of what we do in the seminary is looking 
backward (Kohl 2010).

In contrast, de Gruchy’s comparison of medical and theological education 
challenges us to see as imperative a continual process of assessment, review, and 
curricular revision:

In the former [medical education], the education of the next generation 
of health professionals is driven by constant attention to clinical practice, 
drug trials and technical breakthroughs. It makes no sense, and in fact 
endangers lives, to train students in procedures which are no longer up to 
date. By contrast, theological education often proceeds on the basis that 
we have learnt nothing new about the Christian faith in the last centuries, 
and students can be educated solely on the basis of the wisdom of the 
ages. Without negating the importance of history and tradition, the truth 
is that missional practice provides an ongoing contextual laboratory for 
theological reflection raising new issues and new perspectives on old issues 
almost daily. Our commitment to life, and to being on the cutting edge of 
responding to life, should be as profound as that of medical educators 
(2010, 45).

If we were to re-land theological within professional studies, then there would be a 
number of implications for practice:

• Awareness of students’ personalities: It has been found in many of the 
professional studies, and particularly in the so-called “people” professions, 
that the best students often make poor practitioners, as they are more 
comfortable with books than with people. Consequently, many schools of 
medicine, nursing, education, and social work are now conducting extensive 
psychological testing and personal interviews with prospective students. 

Implications
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While solid academic achievement is still foundational, it is no longer 
deemed sufficient. Likewise, many theological schools have already intuited 
the need to take into account the personal maturity and communication 
skills of prospective students. 

• Problem-based learning: Because professionals need to learn to deal with 
real-world dilemmas, problem-based learning (PBL) has become common in 
virtually all fields of professional education. Howard Barrows, who has been 
instrumental in establishing PBL in many North American medical schools, 
describes the process of PBL as follows: “The basic outline of the problem-
based learning process is: encountering the problem first, problem solving 
with clinical reasoning skills and identifying learning needs in an interactive 
process, self-study, applying newly gained knowledge to the problem, and 
summarizing what has been learned” (Barrows 1996, 5). The strength of 
PBL lies in its demand upon students to integrate material from multiple 
disciplines in addressing specific real-life situations. Students are thus 
better empowered to develop skills in reflective practice. PBL also opens the 
possibility for engaging knowledge that ordinarily “falls through the cracks” 
of the traditional disciplines. Problems and life issues inevitably raise 
questions that a traditional curriculum ignores, taking students into areas 
that are highly significant for effective practice, but that don’t naturally fit 
traditional boundaries. A re-landing of theological education among fields 
like medicine and education would likely require a shift from text-based 
courses to context-driven learning. 

• Early and continuous supervised experience in hands-on practice: It is 
becoming increasingly common for medical schools to place their students 
in hospitals from the first year of their studies, and for schools of education 
to expect student teachers to be in the classroom from the very beginning of 
their training. These practical components are carefully supervised and are 
granted a substantial amount of “academic” credit – in the case of my own 
experience, one-third of the credits in my teacher training program. Many 
programs of theological education already strongly emphasize in-ministry 
training, but too often, this training is largely divorced from what takes 
place in the text-based courses and is perceived as peripheral to the “real” 
classroom studies. In many cases, only a minimal amount of “academic” 
credit is granted for these significant learning experiences and supervision 
is exclusively at the hands of local church leaders. A more “professional” 
approach to theological education would place a greater emphasis on 
theological reflection on life and ministry. 
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At the same time, we need to be careful in “landing” theological education among 
any sort of secular studies. Quality theological education acknowledges and 
affirms a spiritual dimension to learning that distinguishes theological education 
from virtually all other fields of study. While theological education bears many 
similarities to the “people” professions in terms of growing concern for holistic 
formation, quality theological education will take seriously the reality of the 
Triune God. 

Quality theological education takes seriously the transcendent work of the 
Spirit in the teacher, the student, and the community in the educational process. 
Similarly, our education must recognize that pastoral skill goes beyond a good 
“bedside manner” to include sensitivity to what the Spirit is doing in the lives of 
those we serve.

The relationship between the Church and the seminary is also of paramount 
importance.  Evaluating societal impact and its implications for leadership 
formation is a cooperative process in which the seminary must take seriously the 
vision and practices of local faith communities.

All this being said, our practices and processes could benefit enormously from 
“re-landing” theological education within the professional studies, especially 
as we seek to make ourselves understandable to the secular academy and to 
government accrediting boards.

For too long we have allowed our programs to be shackled to questionable 
understandings of theological education’s nature and purpose. In a world where 
integral mission must be at the forefront of our Christian leadership training, 
and as we consider leaders like Mirwan and Dina, Rabia and Ibtisam, and Hoda 
and Munir, we can learn much from contemporary educational practices in 
professional training programs. First, we will need a paradigm shift in our self-
understanding. As we do so, the potential for significant qualitative change will 
become enormous.

Some Cautions

Conclusion
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Re-Landing Theological Education –  
Una respuesta

Abstract: Shaw propone un útil replanteamiento del acercamiento predominante 
a la educación teológica, argumentando que el liderazgo cristiano requiere una 
interacción más amplia con diciplinas académicas. Sin embargo, hay que ser 
cautelosos. Una interacción acrítica solo repetirá los errores de generaciones 
previas. Además, los seminarios deben reducir la dicotomía entre teoría y práctica. 
Deben ayudar a los estudiantes a aprender a pensar teológicamente y desarrollar 
un criterio teológico que pueda ser usado dentro de cualquier vocación, de modo 
que puedan interactuar, aunque espacios tradicionalmente seculares, desde un 
punto de vista abiertamente cristiano. So too is the plight of theological schools.

La educación teológica en el siglo XXI está siendo criticada porque en general 
el mundo de la iglesia y de la sociedad están cambiando. Los escenarios en los 
que nuestros estudiantes y graduados están trabajando son mucho más variados 
y diversos que los de la generación pasada. Los conceptos de ministerio están 
ampliándose y ahora no se limitan a los clásicos ministerios eclesiásticos. Este 
artículo (“Re-landing Theological Education”) aborda un tema importante, 
estratégico y a la vez sensible e incómodo, especialmente para los educadores 
teológicos tradicionales.

Concuerdo con el autor que la educación teológica debe incursionar en campos y 
disciplinas académicas que no han  formado parte de su currículo. La educación 
teológica clásica se ha enfocado, como lo dice el autor, en las ciencias bíblicas 
y las humanidades (filosofía, literatura e historia). Pero ahora las demandas de 
la sociedad van por otros campos del saber, tales como las ciencias médicas, 
las ciencias de la educación o el trabajo social. Yo agregaría las ciencias de la 
conducta humana (psicología), las ciencias de la comunicación, las ciencias 
de la administración y el liderazgo, la sociología y otras. Todas estas ciencias 
tienen algún grado de cercanía y afinidad con la teología y con el ministerio. La 
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interacción entre la teología (en su sentido más abarcador) y estas otras ciencias 
es ahora más necesaria que nunca.

Una manera común y muy frecuente de acercarnos a este tema es distinguiendo 
entre los estudios teológicos (Biblia, teología, Historia de la iglesia, exégesis), a 
los cuales identificamos como la teoría, y los estudios ministeriales o de campo o 
del “mundo real”, a los cuales identificamos como la práctica. Este acercamiento 
no nos ayuda mucho, porque perpetúa una dicotomía ancestral que nos ha 
hecho mucho daño. Lamentablemente la educación teológica clásica ha sido 
parte del problema y no de la solución. ¿De dónde sacamos la idea de que la 
teología es la teoría y el ministerio es la práctica? En realidad si la teología no 
es práctica, entonces no es auténtica teología. De forma similar, si el ministerio 
no es teológico, entonces no es auténtico ministerio. Un desafío que tiene la 
educación teológica en la actualidad es precisamente eliminar, o al menos reducir, 
esta dicotomía. La solución no es abandonar “lo teórico” para enfocarnos en “lo 
práctico”, sino integrar ambos en un solo enfoque.

Pasando ahora a las esferas en donde nuestros graduados van a ir a trabajar y a 
ejercer el ministerio, está claro que la educación teológica ya no debe limitarse a 
la formación de los ministros en los ministerios eclesiásticos clásicos (pastores, 
maestros, misioneros) que se ejercen en el contexto de la iglesia local o en 
organizaciones para-eclesiásticas afines. Ahora el ministerio se ha diversificado 
a tal grado que es prácticamente imposible abarcarlo todo en los estudios 
de un seminario determinado. En nuestro seminario (SETECA en la ciudad de 
Guatemala) se ofrece la licenciatura en teología con énfasis en varios campos: los 
clásicos campos de Biblia, teología, ministerios pastorales, educación cristiana, 
ministerios juveniles y ahora también música y consejería. Además, se ofrecen 
diplomados de pre grado en consejería y en gerencia y liderazgo cristiano. Este 
último es el menos “teológico” de todos, porque está dirigido no a la formación 
de ministros clásicos, sino de ejecutivos de mandos medios de empresas; cuyos 
dueños o ejecutivos superiores son cristianos y desean proveer alguna base 
teológica a sus ejecutivos de mandos medios. Algunos dirán que esto no es 
formación para el ministerio, y no lo es si pensamos en el ministerio de manera 
tradicional. Sin embargo, sí lo es si ampliamos nuestro concepto de ministerio. 
En los programas de posgrado se ofrece una maestría en consejería y una en 
ministerio cristiano con una amplitud de asuntos a tratar, desde liderazgo y 
administración, hasta trabajo social e impacto de la iglesia en la sociedad. Lo 
anterior representa solamente unos ejemplos de lo que algunos seminarios están 
haciendo para “aterrizar” la educación teológica en el “mundo real”.

La teología ha estado asociada con las humanidades desde tiempos de la Edad 
Media, y mucho más a partir de la Reforma Protestante del siglo XVI. No es 
necesario abandonar esta relación para entrar en relación con nuevas ciencias 
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como las mencionadas arriba. Sin embargo, se impone una cautela. Con frecuencia 
la teología y la educación teológica han sido ingenuas en su acercamiento y 
relación con las ciencias afines. Muchas veces se ha aceptado acríticamente las 
teorías y verdades científicas, y se han incorporado a la educación teológica como 
si fueran verdades bíblicas. Por ejemplo, en las ciencias de la administración y 
el liderazgo, en el pasado se ha aplicado anacrónicamente teorías modernas a 
la Biblia misma. Un caso es el libro de Nehemías que se ha convertido en una 
especie de manual de planificación estratégica. Otro ejemplo viene de las ciencias 
de la comunicación. En el pasado y aún hoy se enseña homilética y predicación 
usando teorías de las ciencias de la comunicación de los años 50 del siglo 
pasado. Lo que hemos enseñado es a predicar con un bosquejo lógico, discursivo, 
secuencial, y con una idea central (big idea) y varios puntos para desarrollarla. 
Esa fue una teoría muy útil para la comunicación en el pasado y en contextos de 
personas medianamente educadas. ¡Incluso enseñamos que así predicaron Jesús y 
los apóstoles! La postmodernidad nos está enseñando que la comunicación va por 
otro camino ahora. 

Es facil casarnos y santificar ana teoría científica de moda. Esto va a seguir 
pasando si simplemente saltamos de los estudios teológicos “teóricos” a los 
estudios profesionales “prácticos”. Terminaremos enseñando como verdades 
bíblicas teorías científicas que hoy son y mañana ya no son, porque habrá otras.

¿Qué debemos hacer? La impresión que tengo con el artículo “Re-landing 
Theological Education” es que la solución es cambiar de cursos basados en el 
contenido (text based) a cursos dirigidos por el aprendizaje en contexto (context 
driven learning). Estoy de acuerdo con el cambio del paradigma de la enseñanza 
al paradigma del aprendizaje; del enfoque en el maestro y en el contenido al 
enfoque en el estudiante y su aprendizaje. A propósito, esto viene de las nuevas 
filosofías de las ciencias de la educación. Sin embargo, el punto no es tener más 
cursos prácticos y menos cursos teóricos, ni hacer más cosas en lugar de pensar 
más cosas. Aquí se refleja esa vieja dicotomía de la que hablé arriba. 

Yo creo que la tarea más importante que deben hacer los seminarios y la 
educación teológica en general es formar el pensamiento crítico en los 
estudiantes. Las universidades también buscan hacer eso, pero en la educación 
teológica hay un enfoque muy distinto y unico. Deberíamos buscar que nuestros 
estudiantes adquieran “criterio teológico” para pensar y hacer lo que sea. Por eso 
un médico o un educador o un trabajador social que venga a estudiar a nuestro 
seminario no viene a “hacer más cosas”, sino a adquirir el criterio teológico 
que le servirá para desempeñar sus funciones de una mejor manera, orientada 
teológicamente. Si el estudiante adquiere este criterio teológico, no necesitará 
que el seminario lo exponga a cada situación ministerial o profesional que 
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enfrentará en su trabajo, porque ella sabrá qué hacer, cómo hacerlo y, sobre todo, 
por qué hacerlo. 

De modo que los seminarios no tienen por qué invertir su tiempo y recursos en 
diseñar programas o cursos en los que se ofrezcan todos los detalles ministeriales 
o profesionales posibles (apenas podrán cubrir una pequña porcion de los 
mismos). Sino que lo harán al enseñar a sus estudiantes a pensar teológicamente 
con criterio teológico. El profesional activista (practitioner) tiene que pensar 
no solamente en términos bíblicos y teológicos tradicionales, sino sobre todo 
en términos de su propia profesión. Él debe tener el criterio teológico para 
fundamentar lo que hace y para ponerlo en la ruta misional del pueblo de Dios, 
sin importar cuál sea su profesión. Al fin de cuentas todo debería pensarse 
teológicamente. Eso es lo que deberíamos enseñar en nuestros seminarios.
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Re-Landing Theological Education –  
A Response

Abstract: Shaw proposes a helpful reframing of the predominant approach to 
theological education, arguing that Christian leadership requires a broader 
engagement of academic disciplines. However, caution is warranted. Uncritical 
engagement will only repeat the mistakes of previous generations. Yet, seminaries 
do need to reduce the dichotomy between theory and practice. They should help 
students learn to think theologically and develop theological criteria that can be 
used within any vocation, so they can engage even traditionally secular fields from 
an expressly Christian point of view.

Theological education in the 21st century faces several criticisms in light of 
changes in both the Church and society. Students and alumni work in more varied 
and diverse arenas than those of the past generation. The concept of ministry is 
getting broader, and is not limited to classic ecclesiastical work. Shaw’s article, 
“Re-landing Theological Education,” addresses an important topic in a way that is 
both strategic and, at the same time, sensible and uncomfortable, especially for 
traditional theological educators.

I concur with Shaw that theological education should venture into academic fields 
and disciplines that have not been part of its historical curriculum. As Shaw states, 
classic theological education has focused on the biblical sciences and humanities 
(philosophy, literature, and history), but the current demands of society require 
engagement with additional fields of knowledge, such as medicine, education, and 
social work. I would add psychology, communication sciences, administration and 
leadership, sociology, and others. These fields have an affinity with theology and 
ministry. The interaction between theology (in its broadest sense) and these other 
disciplines is important, now more than ever. 

DR. DAVID SUAZO J.
SemInarIo teológIco centroamerIcano

Engaging New Fields

V
o

l. 2 n
o. 1

InS
Ig

h
tS Jo

u
r

n
a

l



32

November 2016

Frequently, the approach is to make a distinction between theological studies 
(Bible, theology, church history, exegesis), which we identify as theory, and 
ministry studies or field education (or “real world” training), which we identify 
as practice. This approach is not very helpful because it perpetuates an ancestral 
dichotomy that has hurt us so much. Sadly, classical theological education has 
been part of the problem and not the solution. Where did we get the idea that 
theology is the theory and ministry is the practice? In reality, if theology is not 
practical, then it is not authentic theology, and if the ministry is not theological, 
then it is not authentic ministry. One of the current challenges of theological 
education is precisely to eliminate, or at least to reduce, this dichotomy. The 
solution is not to abandon “the theoretical” in order to focus on “the practical,” 
but rather to integrate both into a singular focus. 

When we consider the areas where our graduates will go to work and do their 
ministry, we see that theological education should not be limited to forming 
pastors, teachers, and missionaries in the classical ecclesiastical ministries 
in the context of the local church or in related para-church organizations. As 
ministry has become more diversified, it is practically impossible to encompass 
all ministries in the programs of one seminary. For example, at our seminary 
(SETECA, in Guatemala City), we offer a bachelor’s degree in theology with various 
emphases: classical Biblical disciplines, theology, pastoral ministries, Christian 
education, youth ministries, and now music, as well as counseling. Furthermore, 
we offer undergraduate degrees in counseling, and in Christian administration 
and leadership. This last concentration is the least “theological” of them all 
because it is geared not to the formation of classical ministers, but rather to the 
formation of Christian business owners or senior executives who desire to set a 
theological foundation for their mid-level executives. Some might say that this 
is not formation for ministry and it is not, if we think of ministry in a traditional 
way. However, it is rightly ministry if we expand our understanding of the concept. 
In our graduate programs, we offer a Master’s in Counseling and a Master’s in 
Ministry to include broad issues of leadership and administration, social work, 
and the impact of the Church in society. These are only a few examples of how a 
seminary might “land” theological education in the “real world.”

Theology has been related to the humanities since the Middle Ages and even 
more since the Protestant Reformation of the 16th Century. It is not necessary 
to abandon this association in order to relate theology to the new disciplines 
mentioned above. However, we need some caution. Frequently, theology and 
theological education have been naïve in their approach and relationship to 
related fields of knowledge. Often, scientific theories and truths have been 
accepted and incorporated uncritically into theological education as if they 
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were biblical truths. For example, anachronistic theories from the fields of 
administration and leadership have been applied to the Bible. As a case in point, 
the book of Nehemiah has been turned into a manual for strategic planning. The 
field of communication provides another example. Homiletics and preaching are 
often based on communication theories from the 1950s. We have taught preaching 
using a logical outline.  The sermon should be sequential, discursive, and hold 
to a main thesis developed through various points. This was a very useful theory 
for communication in the past and in contexts with people with some education. 
We have even taught that this is the way Jesus and the apostles preached! In 
postmodernity, however, communication requires another approach. 

It is easy to wed and to sanctify the latest scientific theory or trend, and this 
will keep happening if we simply jump from “theoretical” theological studies to 
“practical” professional studies. We will end up teaching as biblical truth scientific 
theories that are here today and gone tomorrow, as others take their place.

What should we do then? As I read the article “Re-landing Theological Education” 
I perceive that the solution is to change our content-based (text-based) classes 
into classes that promote learning in context (context-driven learning). I agree 
with the change from a paradigm of teaching to a paradigm of learning, from 
focusing on the teacher and the content to focusing on the student and his or her 
learning. These insights come from new philosophies in the education sciences. 
However, the goal is not to have more practical classes and less theoretical 
ones or to do more and think less. That would only reinforce the old dichotomy I 
mentioned earlier. 

I believe the most important task of seminaries and of theological education in 
general is to sharpen critical thinking in students. Universities also seek to do 
this, but in theological education, there is a distinct and unique focus. We should 
seek to teach students “theological criteria” for thinking and acting. Therefore, 
a medical doctor, an educator, or a social worker who comes to our seminary to 
study is not coming to “do other things,” but rather to acquire theological criteria 
that will serve them as they do their work in a better and more theologically 
oriented way. If the student acquires these theological criteria, then he will not 
need the seminary to expose him to every possible ministerial or professional 
situation. Rather, she will learn what to do, how to do it, and, above all else, why 
she should do it. 

So, seminaries do not need to invest their time and resources in developing 
programs or classes that cover every ministerial and professional detail (they 
would barely be able to cover a small portion). Instead, the seminary should 
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expand its approach by teaching students how to think theologically and with 
theological criteria. The practitioner must not think only in traditional biblical and 
theological terms, but also, and even more so, in terms of his own vocation. He has 
to have theological criteria that serve as the foundation for what he does and the 
ability to put it into practice as he ministers to the people of God, irrespective of 
his profession. Ultimately, everything needs to be thought out theologically. This is 
what we need to teach in our seminaries.
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Re-Viewing Social Presence in Light of 
Jesus’ Friendship: Implications for Online 
Theological Education

Abstract: Gener presents Christian friendship as a biblical and theological model 
for increasing social presence in online theological education. As more schools 
adopt technologically mediated distributed education, a concern for the academic 
and spiritual formation of students arises. Gener argues that Christian friendship, 
as modeled by Jesus, counters a tradition in which the teacher remains distant 
from the student and can lead to increased social presence, thereby making 
teaching and formation more effective.

In the process of adopting online learning, Asian Theological Seminary sought to 
strengthen its foundations and practices through a study of best practices and 
case studies focused on implementation. Online education is often criticized for a 
perceived lack of relationality in the learning process. However, the development 
of social presence, informed by Christian friendship, may prove effective for 
learning and spiritual formation in theological education.

The first section of this article provides an overview of the concept of social 
presence, its contours, its necessity in online learning, and its openness toward 
the language of friendship, especially Christian friendship. Next, we will examine a 
biblical Christian understanding of friendship, especially as it correlates to social 
presence in online learning. Attention will be given to the theme of friendship 
in the Gospel of John. Finally, lessons and action points will be presented based 
on a correlational approach to appropriation in online theological education 
(hereafter, TE).

TIMOTEO D. GENER
aSIan theologIcal SemInary manIla, phIlIppIneS
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A beginning assumption of this study is the possibility that “theological education 
could be better online than face to face” (Ulrich 2010, 18). The qualifier could 
is crucial. It is not that online TE is essentially superior. “Either medium may be 
the better choice for a particular student, instructor, course, or institution… The 
quality of instruction currently offered in each medium varies widely, leaving much 
room for improvement…. The more important challenge is to improve teaching and 
learning in whatever media we use” (Ulrich 2010, 24).

Looking deeper into the field of online teaching and learning, we see that one 
crucial component to successful practice is social presence. Social presence is 
a popular theoretical construct used “to describe and understand how people 
socially interact in online learning environments” (Lowenthal 2010, 125). 
Gunawardena and Zittle define it as “the degree to which a person is perceived as 
a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (2007, 92).

Early in the history of computer-mediated communication (CMC), research in 
conducted in the late 1980s and early 1990s concluded that CMC was inherently 
anti-social and impersonal. These studies, however, focused on CMC in business 
settings. More recent research on CMC in educational settings at the beginning of 
the 21st century shows different results:

Based on their experience and research… participants in online discussion, 
using text alone, are able to project their personalities into online 
discussions and create social presence (Swan, 2003; Swan & Shih, 2005). 
They found that online learners are able to present themselves as being 
“real” as well as “connect” with others when communicating in online 
learning environments by doing such things as using emoticons, telling 
stories, and even using humor… This new line of research sparked a 
renewed interest in the sociability of online learning, social presence, and 
CMC as evidenced in the increased amount of literature focused on social 
presence (Lowenthal 126).

In the past fifteen years, social presence has become a central concept in the field 
of online education. In varying degrees, researchers have shown a “relationship 
between social presence and student satisfaction” (Lowenthal 2010, 126). Based 
on a global study by the Association of Theological Schools on online seminary 
programs, “social presence is the key for the success of students from context 
dependent cultures” (Shore 2007, 92). Social engagement was particularly evident 
in some non-Western cultures.

Social Presence in Online (Theological) Education
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It took several email attempts with limited response before realizing that 
the students’ emails contained lengthy greetings, praises to God, and 
inquiries about health and family. While these introductory items seemed 
superfluous to the American recipients – possibly even intrusive into one’s 
personal life – they formed the backbone of relationship building for the 
Ghanaian students. Caring about one’s health and one’s family members 
showed care for the person and the rest of the areas of their life, including 
their studies. When US administrators and faculty began adjusting their 
email communications to include some of these niceties, the response 
level increased dramatically. This same approach also helped to improve 
the communication and relationship building with the administration of 
Heritage Christian College [in Ghana] (Thompson and MacLeod 2015, 3).

Lehman and Conçeicão (2010) move beyond using the term “social presence” and 
suggest instead the notion of “a sense of presence” in online learning. Adopting 
the 2001 study of Biocca at al., the concept of presence is restated and expanded 
by Lehman and Conçeicão in terms of two interrelated phenomena: telepresence 
(the sense of “being there”) and social presence (the sense of “being together 
with others”).

Telepresence in the online environment happens when learners have the 
impression of feeling that they are present at a location remote from their 
own immediate environment. Social presence means interactions with 
others in the online environment (Lehman and Conçeicão 2010, 3)

For Lehman and Conçeicão, a sense of presence is really about “being there” 
and “being together” with online learners throughout the learning experience. 
This sense of presence relies on the “dynamic interplay of thought, emotion, 
and behavior in the online environment, between the private world (that is, the 
inner world) and the shared world (that is, the outer world)… and [that] is rooted 
in the interactive (that is, enactive) perceptual process” (Lehman and Conçeicão 
2010, 7).1  A sense of presence thus involves social, psychological, and emotional 
dimensions.

Interestingly, it is “being there” that is seen as a primary element in the formation 
of students in theological schools (Carroll et al. 1997, 97). Carroll and associates 
express wariness toward new delivery systems that would eclipse this vital 
element: “We are afraid that the new formats make it less rather than more likely 
that students’ minds, characters, attitudes, and commitments will be profoundly 
shaped by their educational experience” (278). Consequently, Shore highlights not 
“being there” as a deal-breaker for online TE: 

1 This article will use the terms “social presence” and “sense of presence” interchangeably.
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If online teaching and learning does not seem to its participants to be 
teaching and learning accomplished by real people (that is, if social 
presence plays little or no role in the process), [then] churches and 
seminaries cannot afford it—regardless of whether it is otherwise cost 
effective… Theological seminaries and divinity schools cannot afford to lose 
the social connection of students to a community of learning because that 
connection is a key element in the formation of values, wisdom, and a lively 
and deep faith (2007, 93).

The degree to which a person (student, teacher) is perceived as a real person is 
crucial in online learning. This recognition lies at the heart of the concept of social 
presence. And to the degree that theological schools seek to embody Christ’s 
faithful presence, a lively social presence is needed to demonstrate that the 
professor is not just “phoning it in,” but is real and really with the students in the 
learning process. This demonstrates that students will be taken seriously as real 
people with real concerns in the learning process.

Viewed in this way, social presence goes beyond standard ways of communicating 
that often include “learning and using students’ names, listening to their 
opinions, offering respectful, engaged verbal and non-verbal feedback.” Rather, 
real presence helps students “recognize that the professor has a personal stake 
in the subject she teaches” (Shore 2007, 93). Consequently, they will see and 
feel that “their teacher is also a person of faith” (Shore 2007, 95). Not only will 
there be avenues and practices for deepening faith, like posting praise reports 
and prayer requests or sharing about one’s experiences of personal and gathered 
worship. In creating a deepened “relational climate,” social presence will go 
beyond mere conventions of friendship. Paying attention to the relational climate 
as experienced by the student will ultimately increase participatory dialogue in 
online settings (Thompson and McLeod 2015, 3). 

Uniquely Christian presence in online learning relies on an understanding of 
Christian friendship. On the one hand, the language of a relational climate as 
experienced by the student calls for a theological foundation that goes beyond 
cultural conventions. On the other hand, authenticity and dependability are 
universal friendship conventions. Christians, however, grow into and imitate the 
friendship modeled by Jesus that lies both within and beyond secular conventions 
of friendship.

Linking social presence with friendship may create challenges as it promotes 
a sort of teacher-student friendship. Before turning to Scripture, it seems wise 

Linking Social Presence with (Christian) Friendship
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at this point to briefly review the issues and challenges involved in associating 
teaching and social presence with friendship.

The notion of teacher-student friendship is fraught with controversy, especially 
concerning issues of partiality. Therefore, a case must first be made in favor of 
forming teacher-student friendships. However, since teachers write most of the 
literature on the subject, a protective self-interest may be at work. “For teachers, 
friendship with a student represents a challenge to the social order and a 
challenge to her own authority” (Shuffelton 2002, 212). In the same vein, “teacher-
student friendships disrupt the usual paradigms that keep education under 
control” for parents and administrators (Shuffelton 2002, 212). Nevertheless, 
as Shuffelton argues, there are open spaces for learning that may be lost when 
teacher-student friendship is resisted. In fact, “teacher-student friendship 
does present several important benefits that make it sometimes worth the risk 
(2002, 212).2 

Suspicion of teacher-student relationships may account for the lack of discussion 
about these friendships with regards to online TE, even though the call for social 
presence leads naturally to the theme of Christian friendship.3 By avoiding the 
need for theological engagement, concepts of social presence could be swayed 
by mere cultural conventions. For instance, in calling for the need for more social 
presence in online learning, Thompson and MacLeod cite “niceties” as example 
of how professors increase relational engagement by showing  acts of “care for 
the person and the rest of the areas of [his/her] life, including [his/her] studies 
(2015, 3). If niceties only require attention to etiquette, then the genuine care 
integral to TE is reduced to conventions of common courtesy. “Niceties” thus seem 
instrumentalist or mechanistic, and perhaps even superficial.

The absence of Christian friendship from the literature on TE, even from 
discussions on social presence and improving relational climates, raises 
questions about the hesitation or suspicion toward teacher-student friendships. 

2 It is in light of these benefits that teachers and students can become some sort of a friend to one 
another. Understood in the Aristotelian senses of civic and character friendship, Shuffelton notes three 
benefits of teacher-student friendship, based on her experiences of teaching younger students (al-
though the implications extend beyond her context). First, it enables teachers and students to flourish 
in an institutional environment that can often feel very impersonal. Second, such friendships can teach 
students practical life lessons on friendship. Finally, supportive interactions with a friend beyond the 
student’s peer group can be self-affirming.

3 Although mentoring and hospitality are increasingly discussed in theological education, friendship 
itself seems toned down as an overall theme. For a major study on hospitality in theological educa-
tion, see Soh Hui Leng Davina, “The Motif of Hospitality in Theological Education: A Critical Appraisal 
with Implications for Application in Theological Education” (Unpublished Dissertation for the AGST 
Alliance, 2015).
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It is, therefore, important to revisit the theme of friendship both historically and 
biblically to regain our biblical-theological bearings.

The concept of philia provides insight for a better understanding of the nature 
and development of friendship in Christian practice, especially in TE. Carmichael 
summarizes influential traditions of friendship that prevailed in Christian thought 
and practice until the medieval period. In the classical tradition, friendship is 
specific, reserved, and idealized: 

Such friendship elects with great care whom it will love and is partial, exclusive 
and contingent on worthiness, unlike the universal love commanded by Christ. 
Nevertheless, classical friendship was sufficiently broad that the New Testament 
writers drew on its language, and the great theologians of the fourth century who 
were still steeped in its traditions integrated them into their understanding of love 
in Christ (2004, 3). 

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Aelred and Aquinas further developed 
a doctrine of love as informed by Cicero and Aristotle. The concept of philia, 
however, fell out of favor during the Reformation. From that time until our 
contemporary period, we observe a striking “inhibition of its use” in Christian 
theology (Carmichael 2004, 2). In the early 20th century, this inhibition reached 
its apex in the highly influential work of Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros, which 
posited a sharp break between the revealed Judeo-Christian religion of the Bible 
and natural pagan “Hellenism.” 

Carmichael states that for Nygren, “Agape is God’s freely given love; Eros is the 
possessive, calculating love exhibited by human beings. Philia (friendship) is 
really a subset of Eros: egocentric desire is the basis of friendship” (2004, 26). For 
Nygren, friendship falls within the category of Eros as opposed to Agape:

“Eros is acquisitive desire and longing....while Agape is sacrificial giving.” 
Agape and Eros are different kinds of love, and function as “fundamental 
motifs” permeating and controlling two contrary worldviews. According to 
Nygren, Agape was taught in its purity by Paul and is discernible in the first 
three Gospels (Synoptics); but when John speaks of Christians loving one 
another he weakens down unmotivated Agape, contaminating it with Eros 
(Carmichael 2004, 36).

Nygren’s thesis, though extreme, has held considerable influence such that 
Oppenheimer has described it as “part of our mental furniture” and that “its 
influence on less technical Christian moral thought seems to continue unabated” 
(1983, 104). 

A Brief History of Friendship in Christian Theology and Practice
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2 Johnson’s abstract states that “the writers of the New Testament transformed the Greco-Roman ideal 
of friendship into a communal ethos….”(158, emphasis mine).

A more objective, fresher look at the history of philia and at the biblical witness 
would provide better grounding. As Liz Carmichael points out , the New Testament 
writings were in direct contact and interacted with Greek culture and thought. 
“The New Testament was written in the ‘common’ Greek of the late Hellenistic 
period, into which the new word agape had been born, not as a completely fresh 
coinage but evolving within the semantic family of the verb agapan, which was in 
full classical use” (Carmichael 2004, 36). 

More recent transformational re-readings that consider the Hellenistic background 
of the New Testament bring fresh consideration to how friendship is portrayed 
in the text.4  The topoi, or cluster of meanings, found in Greco-Roman moral 
discourse indicate an understanding that reaches beyond the infrequent use of the 
specific word philia (“friendship”) in the text. Jonson concludes that a Christian 
rejection of the Greek ideal of friendship would be premature on two fronts:

The first is the intriguing evidence that at least some Christians referred 
to each other as “friends.” The second is that the presence of common 
conceptions about friendship shows that friendship is a pervasive theme 
in the New Testament even when the term itself is not used. The themes 
commonly associated with friendship occur so frequently that ancient 
readers or hearers would have understood them within that context. It 
would have been odd, in fact, if the language of friendship had not been 
part of the earliest Christian lexicon (2004, 159).

This transformational (not oppositional) stance toward Greco-Roman conventions 
of friendship fits well with the portrayal of Jesus’ friendship in the Gospel 
accounts.

Jesus’ friendship in the Gospel of John provides a theological basis for social 
presence in TE (O’Day 2004). Read transformationally, the Fourth Evangelist 
demonstrates how Jesus’ friendship both appropriates and moves beyond 
Hellenistic friendship conventions. Jesus’ friendship in John’s Gospel thus provides 
a model for cultivating faithful social presence in online learning. The Gospel 
itself succinctly models a transformational way of contextual theologizing. It also 
provides two practical steps that show how the friendship of Jesus could renew 
social presence in TE.

The Friendship of Jesus as a Pattern for Discipleship in Action
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Johannine studies trace the transformation of the message of Jesus of Nazareth 
shortly after he lived. Particularly in the Gospel of John, “everything that was 
essential was retained but cast in a new light. The Synoptic tradition was made 
new, without thereby losing its value or significance”(Léon-Dufour 2005) ix-x). The 
Gospel’s view of the friendship of Jesus is likewise contextual-theological, bridging 
the then and the now. 

In the New Testament, John’s Gospel is a key text for the discussion of friendship. 
O’Day observes that “the vocabulary of friendship, especially the noun philos and 
the related verb phileö are found at key moments in the narrative (2004, 148). The 
Johannine discussion of friendship thus echoes Greco-Roman friendship in the 
Hellenistic world where both agape and philia are used to express the idea of love 
(Haraguchi 2014). The text also shows that the Evangelist employed agapan and 
philein interchangeably:

In the Gospel of John, the noun agape occurs seven times (5:42; 13:35; 15:9, 
10, 13; 17:26), while philia never occurs. The verb agapao occurs 37 times 
(3:16, 19, 25; 8:42; 10:17; 11:5; 12:43; 13:1, 23, 34; 14:15, 21, 23, 24, 28, 31; 
15:9, 12, 17; 17:23, 24, 26; 19:26; 21:7, 15, 16, 20), while phileo occurs 13 
times (11:3, 36; 12:25; 15:19; 16:27; 20:2; 21:15, 16, 17). It is noteworthy that 
phileo is also employed in reference to the love of God (John 5:20; 16:27). 
When it comes to the love of Jesus toward Lazarus, agapao (11:5) and phileo 
(11:3, 36) are used almost synonymously. Similarly, both agapao (13:23; 
21:7) and phileo (20:2) occur without any difference in meaning concerning 
the love of Jesus toward the beloved disciple. We can safely conclude, 
therefore, that both verbs are employed interchangeably in the Fourth 
Gospel (Haraguchi 2014, 251-252). 

The expansion of agape to cover a much wider semantic field (including philia) 
is not unique to John’s Gospel, but is also detectable in other parts of the New 
Testament (Johnson 2005). Carmichael contends that in Koine Greek, the two 
words have become synonymous. Agape represents a virtuous or good love that 
is “not different from, nor opposed to friendship, but denotes the very love that 
makes true friendship possible” (Carmichael 2004, 39). Thus, contra Nygren, the 
Fourth Evangelist did not “weaken” Agape and contaminate it with Eros by using 
philia. Instead, one could say that John drew from and appropriated the Hellenistic 
understanding of friendship, and also transformed it in light of the uniqueness of 
Jesus’ friendship.

Consider the following key passage in John where agape is viewed as the love of 
the true friend Jesus:
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No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 
You are my friends if you do what I command you. I do not call you servants 
any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; 
but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything 
that I have heard from my Father (John 15:13-15, NRSV).

Not only does the friendship of Jesus assume a central place in John’s Gospel, 
but the friendship of Jesus also becomes an abiding pattern for discipleship in 
succeeding generations. Indeed, “friendship is one of the ways in which the 
revelation of God in Jesus is extended beyond the work of Jesus to the work of 
the disciples” (O’Day 2004, 148). Jesus calls the disciples “friends” and enjoins 
them to acts of friendship. This is the call for a continuing appropriation and 
transformation of friendship in Christian belief and practice, including in TE, today.

Two Johannine sub-themes on friendship seem relevant in renewing teaching and 
social presence: the offer of Jesus’ life, and Jesus’ boldness in speech and action.5 
Regarding Jesus’ love for others that is embodied in the gift of his own life, the 
idea of laying down one’s life for one’s friends recalls classical (Hellenistic) maxims 
of friendship. What is unique about Jesus’ love, however, is the fact that Jesus 
enacted what the philosophers only talked about – he laid down his life for his 
friends (Jn. 15:13; also 10:11-18). “This makes all the difference in appropriating 
friendship as a theological category. The pattern of Jesus’ own life and death 
moves the teaching of John 15:13 from the realm of abstraction to an embodied 
promise and gift” (O’Day 2004, 150). In Jesus, speech and action are intertwined 
(e.g., 14:10). Hence, Jesus can be trusted.

What he receives from God, Jesus passes to his disciples in words and in works 
(5:19-24; 10:38; 12:49-50; 17:7-8). As the Word-made-flesh, Jesus integrated 
speaking and acting which he also urged his disciples to embody, through the 
power of the Spirit. Jesus’ disciples are “urged to live the same way Jesus has 
lived, to be the kind of friend that Jesus has been. He is not simply asking them to 
be good citizens or moral exemplars. He is commanding them to embody the very 
promises that he has embodied for them (O’Day 2004, 152).

Interestingly, the label “friend” is never used to describe Jesus in John’s Gospel, 
though he has lived a life of friendship even without that title. However, Jesus 
directly calls his disciples “friends.” This friendship is grounded in his life of love 
and their conduct.

5 Here, I follow O’Day’s perceptive study of these themes.
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Jesus calls the disciples his “friends” (philoi), if they enact his 
commandment (15:14) – to love one another as Jesus has loved them (v. 12), 
to lay down their lives for their friends (v. 13). Jesus’ gift of his life for others 
embodies friendship’s highest attribute and defines the meaning and 
extent of “love” (O’Day 2004, 152). 

The second sub-theme of Jesus’ friendship in John’s Gospel is boldness of speech 
and action (parresia). Parresia signifies direct speech in contrast to flattery, plain 
or frank speech as instruction spoken in love, and freedom of speech as a mark of 
a true friend.

In contrast to the classical friendship conventions regarding parresia, Jesus’ 
direct speech was not an attempt to flatter God to gain divine favor as one would 
a “patron.” Rather, as God and Jesus are true friends (“The Father loves [philei] 
the Son,” 5:20) in a relationship of full reciprocity and mutuality (10:30), Jesus’ 
interest was not self-seeking, but was rather in pursuit of God’s glory (12:27) 
(O’Day 2004, 153). 

The second meaning of parresia can be observed in Jesus’ instruction of the 
disciples (11:14; 16:25, 29). His openness (“plain speaking”) in revealing hard 
truths to them was for their own welfare, that they might recognize God’s glory 
and come to believe (cf. 11:15). The same is true with his eschatological teaching 
(16:25), which links instructional teaching with the Father’s love for the disciples 
and the disciples’ love for Jesus (16:26-27). Because Jesus loves his disciples as 
friends and gives his life for them, “he speaks plainly and openly and tells them 
everything about God (15:15; 16:25)” (O’Day 2004, 156).

Finally, freedom of speech, regardless of the cost, marks true friendship. We see 
in Jesus one who has practiced free and frank speech despite personal risk, even 
in the face of the authorities (7:25-26). By speaking openly and directly “about his 
disciples and his teachings” (18:19-20), Jesus embodied the courageous candor 
of true friendship. “Jesus has not held anything back in his self-revelation but has 
spoken with the freedom that marks a true friend. His open and honest words are 
more important than any personal risk” (O’Day 2004, 156). Indeed, Jesus’ entire 
life and ministry display parresia, demonstrating how word and deed converges in 
a life of boldness and openness.

The model of Jesus’ friendship with the disciples provides an example for teachers 
that extends into social presence in TE. Recent scholarship demonstrates how 
biblical writers have appropriated and transformed Hellenistic ideals of friendship, 
enriching the meaning to include the deeper love demonstrated by Jesus, the 
master teacher, for his disciples. This model provides insight for TE today.
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New understandings of the biblical text and its historical context have countered 
the inhibited treatment of friendship in Christian theology and practice since the 
Reformation. These understandings enable Jesus’ model of friendship to function 
as both a norm and an invitation for disciples to embody and enact Christlike 
friendship for succeeding generations. The following reflections may validate and 
cultivate social presence as TE moves increasingly into online environments:

1. The New Testament encourages a dynamic transformational approach 
to biblical faith and practice. We have seen how the Gospel of John, as a 
case in point, has shown how the friendship of Jesus draws from classical 
conventions of friendship, but also adapts and transfigures them in light 
of the grace of God he embodies. Moreover, Jesus enjoins his disciples to 
embody and enact his friendship, calling for continuing appropriation of 
Jesus’ friendship for generations to come.

2. While there are valid reasons to be wary of establishing teacher-student 
friendships in the practice of (theological) education, there are also 
some benefits. In discussions of online TE, social presence figures as a 
key component for its success. To improve social presence and create a 
learner-attuned relational climate for online TE, I have turned to Scripture 
for a biblical-theological grounding for and perspective on social presence 
as the experience of Christian love expressed through friendship. The 
Gospel of John provides a fundamental theological orientation as well as 
basic suggestions for improving the relational climate of teacher-student 
interaction online.

3. The abiding message, presence, and friendship of Christ take on digital 
forms through the Church’s engagement with digital media, which includes 
online TE. Improving TE through revitalized Christian social presence is an 
effort to re-read Scripture and to re-enact Christ’s friendship toward a more 
lively sense of online presence and interaction for the sake of transforming 
leaders for God’s educational purposes.

4. In John’s Gospel, the promise and gift of Jesus’ friendship can be “repeated” 
in transformational practices of speech and actions, through the power of 
the Spirit of God. Jesus’ offer of his own life meant that as the Friend who 
has promised, he can be trusted. He called his disciples “friends,” urging 
them to be the kind of friend that he has been to them. Viewed through 
the lens of Jesus’ friendship, social presence in online TE comes with the 
promise and gift of repeating his kind of faithful and self-giving friendship 
through digital teaching and learning.

Social Presence Informed by Christian Friendship
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5. As was seen in John’s Gospel, Jesus’ friendship is characterized by a 
boldness in speech and action that can infuse social presence in online TE 
with proper confidence rooted in Christ. Guided by Jesus’ frank, honest, 
and open speech, the relational climate of online TE will thus veer away 
from utilizing control to exert power over someone (whether student or 
teacher), or from gaining favor through flattery. Rather it will be governed 
by what mattered to Jesus: seeking only the glory of God and taking care 
of his “sheep,” in spite of personal risks. It will be an online presence that 
is attentive to boundaries, clear expectations, and care in TE as befits the 
disciple-friends of Jesus, the Word-made-flesh, who is full of grace and truth 
(Jn. 1:1, 14).

Social presence, the sense of “being there” and “being together with others,” has 
documented value in the success of online education. In addition to its pragmatic 
value, social presence veers toward Christian friendship both as modeled and 
as commanded by Christ. Developing selfless, open, frank, and God-glorifying 
relationships between teachers and students have biblical and theological 
merit. This counters the conventional suspicion of friendship that has permeated 
Christian theology and practice over the last five hundred years. In contributing to 
social presence as grounded in Christian friendship, teachers and students must 
engage in speech and actions appropriate for disciples of Christ. 

Others will offer further practical suggestions for the cultivation of social 
presence as rooted in Christian friendship. However, the online environment 
and the perceived “face to face” engagement do not necessarily proscribe the 
development of real presence and even friendship between the teacher and 
student. Such engagements increase student participation and learning, and 
do so in a way that embodies Christ’s love for his disciples – both have value for 
TE today. 
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Sustaining What Matters 
in Theological Education 

Abstract: A multifaceted understanding of sustainability is critical as Majority 
World theological schools face significant changes and pressures. Institutional 
sustainability entails three essential components: a viable business plan, the 
ability to adapt meaningfully to evolving contexts, and the capacity to sustain 
human leadership resources. Human resources, in particular, require special 
attention. In order to engage new practices and explore innovation effectively, 
schools must develop strategic models, support networks, and resources to 
sustain leaders and diminish overreliance on any one person.

Theological education is undergoing profound introspection and transformation.1 
The pressures facing theological school presidents, leadership teams, faculty 
members, and boards continue to multiply from a dizzying number of directions. At 
the same time, there seems to be an increasingly well-articulated understanding, 
at least in some quarters, of the necessity of theological education in some form 
as a point of theological grounding and creativity for the Church. Yet, exactly what 
this form of theological education looks like, how it responds to varied external 
actors and pressures, and how it is sustained, economically and otherwise, is far 
from clear. The following paper traces the emergence of this conversation, outlines 
briefly some of the forces shaping theological education, and puts forward a 
tentative understanding of sustainability in theological education.

JASON FERENCZI
grand rapIdS, mIchIgan 
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1 I trace my understanding of this development in Ferenczi (2015), especially Chapter 2.
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My focus is on a subset of theological schools, namely those that serve broadly 
evangelical communities in the Majority World. The vast majority of these 
institutions arose in the post-World War II era, often with strong ties to American 
or European mission agencies, and with strong philosophical, theological, 
and financial input from outside their immediate contexts.2 Casual historical 
observation suggests that institutions expanded rapidly in the late 1960s and 
1970s, with the development of significant infrastructures of financial support.3

Numerous evangelical theological schools with aspirations for establishing post-
graduate programs were formed in the late 1960s to early 1980s, including Nairobi 
Evangelical Graduate School of Theology (now Africa International University) in 
1983, Faculté de Théologie Evangélique de Bangui (1977), China Graduate School 
of Theology (1975), and South Asia Institute for Advanced Christian Studies (1984), 
among others. The formation of ministries such as Langham Partnership (1969), 
Overseas Council (1974), and  the International Council for Evangelical Theological 
Education (1980) was also influential.  

Many involved in these theological schools and organizations longed for the day 
when such institutions would stand as peers to leading theological schools in 
Europe and North America. In many ways, this dream has become a more tangible 
reality in recent years, as many Western institutions have come to see theological 
schools in Asia, Africa, and Latin America as peers. 

While the development of this sense of “peership” is related in part to shifts in 
missiological thinking away from a Western-centric model, it also reflects the 
significant institutional development of theological schools around the world. 
Much has been invested in the development of graduate-level theological 
education in the Majority World, in the forms of both financial resources and, 
more importantly, human labor. Much has been done to develop these schools 
in a way that is appropriate to their contexts. Today, many theological schools in 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America have developed to points they could scarcely have 
dreamed of fifteen years ago. A growing number have adequate, if not excellent, 
facilities. Diverse faculties with doctoral degrees from prestigious universities can 

The Fruits of Much Labor 
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2 The situation among theological schools associated with the World Council of Churches was studied 
during the third mandate of the Theological Education Fund (1969-1977), resulting in the Zorn (1975) 
publication. Although much of the quantitative data in that volume is dated, the insights gleaned and 
questions raised remain worthy of attention, particularly regarding the “transplanted” forms of theo-
logical education, and the difficulty of sustaining them in economic, political, and social environments 
profoundly different from Europe or North America. 

3 The history of this movement is not well-recorded or interpreted. It is my hope this history will receive 
greater attention in the coming years. 



50

November 2016

be found in Singapore, India, the Philippines, Kenya, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Ghana, and 
Brazil, among other places. Substantial academic libraries have grown up in many 
institutions. Doctoral programs at these institutions, most of which have emerged 
since 2000, now enroll more Majority World students than do PhD programs at 
Evangelical seminaries in the United States (Hunter 2016). There is indeed much to 
celebrate.  In terms of facilities, faculty, and libraries, it is my sense that many who 
dreamed about the future of Majority World theological education in the 1970s 
would be quite excited by what we see today. 

From another perspective, the needs for pastoral formation in the growing Majority 
World Church have grown more acute, and these institutions, despite their growth 
and strength, remain far from where their leaders and constituents would like to 
see them. The continued expansion and emerging needs of the Church, especially 
in Africa, makes every advance seem fleeting.  It seems both painfully unfair and 
strategically untenable that many institutions located in places where the Church 
is growing fastest also have the fewest resources.  

My work with Cornerstone Trust since 2011 has brought me into contact with many 
approaches to leadership development outside of graduate and formal theological 
education. It is abundantly clear that institutions providing graduate theological 
education in a formal way must see themselves as part – a critical part – of a much 
broader ecosystem of Christian leadership development that includes church-
based theological education, programs focused on the laity, non-formal modes of 
education, approaches geared toward Christian professionals, and such.4  

Within this broad ecosystem, many continue to raise good and provocative 
questions about the relevance of graduate theological education. At the same 
time, I hear few voices questioning the need for academic theological education 
and for institutions that serve as theological communities playing a limited, yet 
extremely important role in theological and thought leadership for the Church. In 
other words, such “flagship institutions” remain a critical part of the ecosystem of 
leadership development for the Church. 

In summary, theological education in the Majority World has come a long way. 
It has grown substantially in terms of institutional development and resources. 
Perhaps more importantly, it continues to gain confidence in its ability to reflect 
African, Asian, Eurasian, Latin American, Middle Eastern, and other perspectives 
that strengthen a global understanding of the Gospel (cf. Akrong 2007, Suazo-
Jiménez 2012, Estefanos 2013, Ahoga 2014, Dharamraj 2014, Searle and Cherenkov 
2014, Patty 2015). 

4 I first encountered the idea of ecology applied to theological schools in Benefiel (2008). 
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5 I am indebted to Dr. Emmanuel Bellon. He and I prepared and presented a presentation on the sus-
tainability of theological education at the ICETE Consultation in Antalya, Turkey in November 2015. The 
following points were deeply influenced by Dr. Bellon. 

This is a challenging time to lead in any form of higher education. In the broader 
North American environment of higher education, this has been a particularly 
challenging season, as administrators are seemingly called to balance oft-
competing demands. An article in The Chronicle of Higher Education, the leading 
newspaper of higher education in the United States, recently described the 
situation in especially stark terms: 

We expect colleges to be, as Lincoln might say, the better angels of our 
national nature. Can colleges do it? Can they answer calls to prevent sexual 
assault, quash racism, and redress income inequality on their campuses, 
all while keeping tuition down, graduating productive employees into the 
work force, and fostering world-class research? Where do they even start? 
(Biemiller 2015). 

Although the particular issues dominating the North American conversation may 
seem far removed from the offices of theological educators in the Majority World, 
the same sense of trying to balance an overwhelming set of demands often arises 
in my conversations with such leaders, who face challenges from many quarters. 

A few of the changes and challenges facing leaders of Majority World theological 
schools include:5 

1. Declining “traditional” enrollments: Although I am not aware of any “hard” 
data on this trend, strong and widespread anecdotal evidence suggests that 
many theological schools have seen a marked decrease in enrollment in 
recent years. This is not universal and varies from region to region, and even 
from institution to institution within a given city or nation. It seems safe to 
say, however, that the quantity of students seeking a traditional theological 
degree has decreased in recent years and may continue to decrease. 
Some schools have offset this trend by developing new programs, training 
opportunities for the broader laity, or new modes of instruction.

2. Declining involvement of missionary faculty: Many institutions have relied 
heavily on expatriate faculty serving as missionaries. These men and women 
have often brought the broad experience, cross-cultural depth, and degrees 
that satisfy external accreditors. Although many missionaries continue 
to serve in theological schools, their numbers appear to be decreasing 
in tandem with the general decline in long-term missionary service. At 
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the same time, many institutions have seen compatriot faculty members 
return with doctoral degrees from abroad. While the increasing number of 
compatriot faculty is almost universally celebrated, the economics have 
proven more challenging. While missionary faculty members drew little 
from schools’ resources, compatriot faculty members with doctoral degrees 
constitute a significant and ongoing expense. The impact of this on one 
institution in Ethiopia is described well by the school’s president in a recent 
article (Heliso 2015). 

3. Increasing competition and costs of program delivery: As Larry Smith 
(2015) has pointed out repeatedly, theological education is hardly a 
lucrative business. Yet, in many places, theological schools continue 
to proliferate. I was recently told that there are 14 theological schools, 
mostly denominational, in the capital city of a small Asian nation, serving 
a growing, yet still very small, Christian community. Marcos Orison de 
Almeida (2015) describes this situation in Brazil, pointing to the challenge 
of maintaining high standards while numerous other programs are providing 
degrees more cheaply and/or quickly.  Increased options and competition 
often lead to greater expectations on the part of students, leading to 
increased program delivery costs. 

4. Increasing regulation and oversight: Two decades ago, it was rare for a 
government to show much interest in theological schools. This has changed 
dramatically in most parts of the world, due in part to the mushrooming 
of private higher education in general. In an understandable desire to 
regulate quality and prevent abuses, many governments in Latin America, 
Africa, and elsewhere have enacted much stricter controls on all private 
educational institutions, including theological schools. In a growing 
number of places, state recognition of theological degrees has become 
possible or, in a few cases, required. In some places, especially Africa, 
governments have required theological schools to offer a wider degree 
of courses (cf. Carpenter, Glanzer, and Lantinga 2014). This presents both 
opportunities and threats to theological educators. In addition, scrutiny 
of the “hardware” of private education – facilities, fire codes, accessibility, 
faculty qualifications – have led to costly demands on theological schools 
that did not exist before. 

5. Decreasing support and increasing restrictions on giving: For many years, 
many institutions received regular support from external denominations, 
mission agencies, or local or external partners. Again, although hard data 
is unavailable, a wide variety of anecdotal evidence suggests that most 
schools have faced a decline in such ongoing operational support. At 
the same time, the giving that does continue often carries greater levels 
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of donor restriction, and is often issued as “project support,” without 
adequate consideration of operational costs. 

All of these areas present varied and often contradictory challenges to theological 
educators. Although many theological schools have grown and developed 
significantly in terms of institutional capacity over the past fifteen years, 
their financial situation remains very unstable. A recent survey of theological 
schools suggests that theological educators perceive that their schools are 
“financially unstable” (47%, globally). In Africa and Latin America, 80% and 
82% of respondents, respectively, believe that theological schools are either 
“unstable” or “in crisis” financially (Esterline, Werner, and Johnson 2013). How 
can leaders manage so many competing demands and seemingly irreconcilable 
financial realities? 

“Sustainability” has become, in many educational, philanthropic, and missionary 
circles, a term that is at best a buzzword and at worst a cliché, filled with so many 
divergent meanings as to become meaningless. The Association of Theological 
Schools (ATS) in North America, in a multi-year effort to better understand the 
sustainability challenges facing their members, has come to employ the term 
“economic equilibrium,” which is reached “when a school has sufficient resources 
to conduct its mission with quality, preserve the purchasing power of its financial 
assets, maintain its physical assets, and provide fair compensation to employees. 
Equilibrium is maintained through an ability to adapt year-to-year to changing 
circumstances” (Graham 2015, 8). This project has done much to shed light on 
the understanding of sustainability, including the insight that “schools need basic 
common language and concepts to discuss and address financial challenges” 
(Graham 2015, 7). I wish to suggest, however, that our thinking must go one step 
further to include the sustainability of human leadership capacity. 

Graduate theological schools differ somewhat from many other institutions, 
as the cost of running such institutions is often considerably higher, especially 
as the number of highly qualified local faculty grows. Recent experiences have 
raised substantial questions about the sustainability of these emerging “flagship 
institutions.” My use of the term sustainability in this case is expansive. I have in 
mind primarily these three facets of the term:

1. The durability of the business plan for generating sufficient financial 
resources to adequately allow for operations and necessary 
onward development. 

2. The ability to generate and deploy human and financial resources for 
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adapting to and innovating within the changing landscapes of educational 
regulation, educational process and delivery, and human resource 
requirements. Furthermore, many schools must also adapt to increasingly 
complex and chaotic political, social, and economic contexts.

3. The human capacity of leadership (CEOs, leadership teams, boards, faculty) 
to endure and persevere in the necessary work of innovation.  

These three facets, ordered from the most tangible (first facet) to the most 
abstract (third facet), are deeply interrelated and necessarily overlap. The 
three facets also build on one another, with the third being foundational to the 
other two. 

The first facet of sustainability is a durable business plan. For many years, the 
business plan of many seminaries in the Majority World relied on missionary staff 
members who brought their own support, combined with significant funding from 
mission organizations and other Western donors. Informal research conducted by 
Overseas Council (OC) in the late 1990s suggests that many seminaries in the OC 
network did not charge students any meaningful tuition, and in some cases, even 
paid a stipend for living expenses, in addition to providing room and board.6 This 
same survey shows that the average institution generated 50% of its operational 
income from abroad, with some schools in the Middle East and Eurasia deriving up 
to 98% from foreign support.7

The situation has changed markedly. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many 
schools in the Majority World today are deriving a majority, if not the vast majority, 
of their operational support from local resources.8 These resources include tuition 
payments and fees. One of the most fruitful means of income generation has been 

The Business Plan
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6 Data were gathered from 76 seminaries in Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America, and the Middle 
East in the autumn of 1999. Seminaries responded to a set questionnaire. Answers to some questions, 
especially financial questions, were at times imprecise, but the data still illuminate something of the 
situation at the time. 

7 Data were available for 59 institutions and varied markedly by region. Many schools in Southeast 
Asia, southern parts of Latin America, and some parts of Africa derived a great majority of their income 
from local sources, while some schools in Africa, India, Eurasia, and the Middle East relied on outside 
support for up to a vast majority of their income. Five institutions in Eurasia and the Middle East de-
rived over 90% of their income from outside sources. 

8 Overseas Council continued to survey theological schools in their network on similar questions 
through approximately 2008. Unfortunately, the fact that questions were asked in differing ways and 
to differing sets of schools decreases the validity of the data. Although anecdotal in nature, current 
reflections are based on the author’s ongoing interactions with dozens of theological schools, as well 
as with organizations working with theological schools around the world. 
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the exploitation of campus facilities for rental income. This ranges from the rental 
of dining halls or chapels for wedding services to the running of guesthouses 
and hosting of conferences. Larger-scale projects have involved construction 
specifically purposed for rental and income generation. 

Other approaches are more deeply aligned with the educational mission of the 
institution. One African seminary began a primary school, which later expanded 
into a secondary school, in order to meet a need for high-quality private education. 
This school has come to play a significant role in the city and community, and in 
2012 contributed approximately 20% of the seminary’s overall operating budget.9 
A West African seminary has commenced an agricultural training program that 
is deeply and holistically integrated with their theological training, while also 
generating income, while another West African seminary has established a medical 
clinic to respond to the needs of the immediate community. The fundamental 
question in these types of projects is to what degree they cohere with, rather 
than distract from, the core mission of the institution. We are, it seems, still in the 
beginning stages of understanding this relationship. 

Another significant change in many schools over the past fifteen years has been 
the greater focus on fund-generation as a significant part of the school’s work. 
Most “flagship” schools, as well as many others, now have senior staff dedicated 
primarily to the task of income generation. Most schools have seen an increase 
in local donations, although anecdotal evidence suggests that these remain a 
smaller portion of the budget than local income-generating projects. 

Anecdotal evidence also suggests that nearly all institutions have seen a decline 
in funding from abroad. Many schools’ operational budgets are of a “bare-bones” 
nature, reflecting meager salaries, little to no maintenance of facilities, and little 
investment in growth and development. Perhaps most importantly, there is little 
margin for error. 

A second facet of sustainability is the ability to generate and deploy human and 
financial resources for adapting to and innovating within the changing landscapes 
of educational regulation, educational process and delivery, and human resource 
requirements. 

Edward Farley’s diagnosis in 1983 of “fragmentation” as the key weakness of 
theological education remains valid today (1983). Although most theological 

9 This project, in Bangui, Central African Republic, also illustrates the fragility of such endeavors, as the 
model was severely disrupted by civil disturbance in the country in 2012-2015.
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schools are comparatively small institutions, they are almost always highly 
complex institutions where meaningful and deep change is difficult and, at times, 
contentious. Many theological schools have been remarkably conservative in 
institutional terms, safeguarding practices from year to year and generation 
to generation. Theological schools have also proven to be remarkably durable 
institutions (cf. Aleshire 2008). Sustainability in the current context of change 
requires extraordinary leadership capacity to gather often fragmented and 
divergent parts of a community with long-established cultures and guide them 
toward meaningful, purposeful innovation. 

What does it take to adapt to an increasingly dynamic context? While the inherent 
durability of many long-standing structures in theological education has been 
brought into question by some of the environmental factors discussed above, 
the resulting innovation has not always been well-grounded. The pendulum can 
swing too far in the other direction, with schools pursuing the innovation du jour in 
hopes of a quick solution (cf. Trebesch 2015). True and durable innovation requires 
institutions as a whole to reflect honestly and clearly on their mission, and on the 
dynamic environment in which they seek to accomplish it. Such honest, generative 
reflection will almost certainly lead to marked change. Careful missional reflection, 
however, leads to well-grounded, durable innovation that builds on what has come 
before, rather than to radical ruptures with the past that can tear the relational 
fabric of the organization without any returns in terms of long-term sustainability.

A recent study, commissioned by Overseas Council, of nine theological schools 
in Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin America that were perceived to be using 
“unconventional educational practices” has led to several discernible trends 
(MacLeod 2013):

1. In each case, the “unconventional educational practices” emerged from a 
deep sense of responsibility to local needs, and an attendant willingness of 
leaders to engage in educationally and institutionally innovative practices 
in order to meet these needs. Each of these innovations emerged squarely 
from perceived local needs, not from external models of what was perceived 
to be quality theological education. At times, the innovation emerged in 
some tension with perceptions of quality. 

2. Leading institutional innovation in theological education was physically 
and especially emotionally demanding for leaders. In each case, there was 
little sense of support in the work of innovation or sense of access to tools 
or models that might be helpful in sustaining innovation. These innovations 
were, as a result, extremely fragile and, in some cases, in danger of failure.  

The Factor of Human Sustainability 

In
SI

g
h

tS
 Jo

u
r

n
a

l
V

o
l.

 2
 n

o
. 1



57

Nevertheless, the status quo is no longer an option. Theological schools around 
the world are either adapting or, in an increasing number of cases, failing. 
Adaptation and innovation call for a different style of leadership than would have 
been the norm even ten years ago. Institutional stress levels are, in most cases, 
very high. It does not help that more than a few theological institutions operate in 
environments that are far from stable. Many are increasingly managing not only 
change, but also chaos.

Institutional leadership in nearly every place and every sphere involves some 
degree of managing chaos. A mechanical, bureaucratic understanding that 
imagines institutional leadership as a continual fine-tuning of organizational 
processes, management of steady streams of resources, and resolution of 
technical problems is becoming increasingly remote. More and more, leaders are 
being called on to re-imagine their organizations, which often requires going down 
to the bedrock questions of mission. The ATS economic equilibrium study points 
to the inadequacy of traditional solutions to economic challenges: increased 
enrollment, increased contributions to the annual fund, and elimination of staff 
positions. More fundamental change is needed (Graham 2015). Necessary change 
is not a matter of minor tweaks, but is rather significant and adaptive. In speaking 
to the Church, Michael Herbst points to the importance of asking “why” before 
asking “how” or “what,” and before simply taking action (Herbst 2015).

The challenges described are especially acute for leaders of Majority World 
theological schools. Many of these leaders were not prepared academically for 
the kinds of institutional leadership questions they currently face, although I am 
always encouraged by the way women and men around the world continue to rise 
to the challenge. As my research elsewhere has shown, theological schools in 
the Majority World are intensely CEO-centric institutions, with governing boards 
providing only modest support and cover for the institutional leader (Ferenczi 
2015). The winds of change will continue to force these leaders to deal with 
adaptive problems (Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow 2009), generative thinking (Chait, 
Ryan, and Taylor 2005), and the “why” questions. Will they have the appropriate 
support – personally and professionally – to accomplish the task? Will they be 
able to summon the necessary emotional energy to lead well in such challenging 
circumstances? It seems to me that the future of many theological schools rests on 
the answers.

The aforementioned Overseas Council study and the ATS economic equilibrium 
project begin to point to solutions. Both stress the importance of seeing beyond 
the context of one particular institution in order to share with and learn from 
others in the ongoing adaptive process. MacLeod points to the importance of 
access to models that are functioning elsewhere, as well as best practices as 
a means of sustaining fragile innovation. The ATS study, on the other hand, 
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points to the fact that widely differing financial realities make it difficult to 
develop transferable models. At the same time, the researchers found that the 
accountability provided by the multi-institution project, and the opportunity to 
interact with both peers and coaches brought real value to institutions addressing 
difficult financial issues. Most institutions also noted that engagement in the ATS 
project led to greater involvement by their board members (Graham 2015, 11). How 
can our common approaches to sustainability move away from overreliance on one 
leader to strengthening a community that supports leaders through difficult and 
demanding change? How can external service agencies, such as the ICETE, assist 
in this process? 

It is undoubtedly easier to pose questions than to offer answers. Although I speak 
at length about “models,” I believe that the best solutions will be local solutions 
that make sense within the organizational culture and environment of each 
institution. Yet, such innovation cannot be sustained in a vacuum. Perhaps it is 
around the common theme of institutional fragility, and to some degree, human 
fragility, that the most fruitful, supportive conversations about the future of global 
theological education can emerge. 
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