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Continuing On After the Hurricane

Evan Hunter
ScholarLeaders International

For many of us, time seems to have stopped since the term “COVID-19” entered 
the global lexicon. Yet, in theological education, things have also sped up, as 
many leaders find themselves busier than ever – meeting immediate needs in the 
community, shifting to virtual learning, scrambling to stretch budgets, caring for 
sick or grieving faculty and students, and trying to determine just how long this 
crisis will last. A seminary leader in India referred to this time of “anxious 
questions as we navigate this unanticipated situation.” A school leader in Ethiopia 
wrote, “COVID-19 will have an immense impact that will change the world in many 
ways.” On the other hand, from Central Asia, a school leader expressed more 
optimism in the situation: “The COVID-19 pandemic for sure has had a negative 
impact on our activities, but surprisingly it has revealed to us new approaches and 
motivated us to make some positive movements too.” 

This intense mixture of crisis and opportunity has marked our world since March 
2020. Crises are not new to those involved in theological education, especially in 
the Majority World. These schools often encounter disruptions, from spotty 
electricity to all-out war. However, the pandemic has had a unique impact because 
of its simultaneous, global, day-by-day consequences (Hunter 2020). Normal 
sources of help – such as international aid organizations and large Western 
donors – have seen their resources become stretched impossibly thin or evaporate 
altogether. In addition, pandemic-driven economic collapse, fear, and heightened 
political rhetoric have exacerbated simmering political and cultural tensions. 
Denys Kondyuk’s article, originally published on our website before the pandemic, 
gestures toward one context where long-standing political tension continues. Even 
as leaders devote considerable time and energy to the crises at hand, they must 
also attend to the ongoing work and mission of the school.  

After the Hurricane

Crouch, Keilhacker, and Blanchard (2020) develop the metaphor of the blizzard 
for how long the pandemic’s impact will last. However, the metaphor of a hurricane 
may better describe schools’ experience. By April, institutions around the world 
had shut down, as if a giant hurricane had hit the planet. For several months, 
institutions focused their attention on withstanding gale-force winds and meeting 
immediate needs. Then, as schools surveyed the damage, most cobbled together 
temporary shelters, often moving instruction to online platforms like Zoom, 
Google, or social media. Now, as the world looks forward to treatments and 
vaccines, schools are entering the rebuilding phase. As they do so, many have 
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begun to ask whether they should simply reconstruct what existed before or make 
fundamental changes to their blueprints. Even though the winds and waves have 
subsided, the COVID hurricane will dominate many institutions’ priorities for a 
considerable time.  

The Mission Endures

For all the proper attention given to responding to the pandemic, the Church still 
faces its usual pressures. After the hurricane, “normal” thunderstorms will occur. 
In the same way, schools and church leaders must continue to address life’s 
“normal” crises. Churches need leaders who can evangelize the unbelieving, 
comfort the hurting, guide the questioning, and speak to society’s broader 
struggles. Lisa Lamb’s article, published here for the first time, explores factors 
that will promote successful development of these leaders.

Thus, although the pandemic has affected how schools accomplish teaching 
(by forcing them to add virtual courses, for instance), it has not erased schools’ 
primary role: to form leaders for Christian service and to encourage theologically 
grounded prophetic engagement with the Church and society. Time will reveal the 
pandemic’s long-term effects on the modes of theological education, showcasing 
perhaps both continuity and innovation in the post-COVID future. In the meantime, 
school leaders continue to press forward, clearing the debris and building anew 
after the storm while continuing to hold true to the task of theological education 
within the broader work of God’s Kingdom.

This issue offers three longer articles – one that relates directly to COVID and two 
that consider other issues within theological schools’ ongoing mission. It also 
brings together a set of shorter essays that express encouragement and solidarity 
for theological leaders during COVID.  
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Addressing Social and 
Theological Challenges Faced by 
the Ukrainian Evangelical Church 

during the Current Geopolitical 
Conflict: A Perspective from UETS

Abstract

Denys Kondyuk
Ukrainian Evangelical Theological Seminary

Since 2013, Ukraine’s political unrest and ongoing military conflict have 
presented unique challenges to the country’s evangelical churches and 
seminaries. This essay presents suggestions for the Church – and especially 
the seminary – in the midst of these ongoing crises. First, the essay gives an 
overview of events of previous decades in Ukraine, followed by a brief analysis of 
the 2013-2014 Euromaidan protests and the resulting military conflict in eastern 
Ukraine. Then, the essay considers several broad theological and practical areas 
of concern resulting from these new realities: the relationship between Church and 
politics, social justice, identity, challenges to leadership, and war. As it offers a 
case study from the Ukrainian context, this essay illustrates how the seminary can 
offer wisdom for the Church in tense socio-political contexts.

Background

The recent Euromaidan protests and Russia’s subsequent annexation of Crimea 
have resulted in a long-term military conflict in eastern Ukraine. “Euromaidan” 
and “Maidan” are the names of the protests that took place from November 21, 
2013 to February 23, 2014. The ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine and the 
annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation were portrayed as the causes 
of Maidan. But this does not seem to be accurate. Mostly, the protests were a 
reaction to former president Viktor Yanukovych’s move towards totalitarian rule 
with pro-Russian politics; he caused a rise in state corruption. An analysis by 
Yuriy Shveda and Joung Ho Park summarizes the reasons for these protests: “(1) 
indignation of citizens toward the unprecedented rise in corruption, (2) failure to 
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sign the Association Agreement with the EU for the prospects of rapprochement 
with Russia, and (3) the brutal violence that the police used on those who dared to 
express dissatisfaction with Yanukovych’s policies” (Shveda and Park 2016, 85-91). 
As a result of these protests, Ukraine turned toward the EU and enacted a series of 
reforms with varying levels of success, but nevertheless overall slowly overcoming 
corruption and the challenge of slipping back into totalitarianism. In this situation, 
the evangelical Church of Ukraine has faced a reality for which it is largely 
unprepared because of its post-Soviet history. 

In the years following the Soviet Union’s collapse, people looked for all kinds of 
spiritual experiences as they searched for new and meaningful worldviews. 
Popular TV shows and local theaters featured extra-sensory and parapsychology 
practitioners. This pursuit of meaning and spiritual experience also brought new 
people to the Church, as belief – in all kinds of unseen phenomena – increased. 
Ukraine’s difficult financial situation also contributed to a cultural search for 
purpose and hope. At the same time, many churches (of all kinds of 
denominations), whose property had been confiscated by Soviet officials, 
received their property back, and many received financial and personnel support 
from abroad. In the context of these cultural and economic pressures and new 
freedoms, churches grew rapidly in the 1990s.

Because of these trends, many people considered the 1990s to be a new period 
of evangelical revival. Yet that revival began to wane by the beginning of the new 
millennium. Most evangelical churches had been happy with the successes they 
had enjoyed in the early years of independence, which were expressed in 
numerical growth and in more active participation. However, at that time too few 
people thought about where society was moving. Therefore, the early 2000s 
brought new challenges to the Church’s identity. For the most part, evangelicals 
were using methods they had learned from Western missionaries in the 1990s and 
were relying on Western support as a panacea for any new societal challenges. 
During this period, Ukraine experienced two political crises in one decade: the 
Orange Revolution of 2004 that overturned a fraudulent election, which the 
evangelical Church for the most part seemed to overlook; and the Euromaidan 
protests of 2013-2014 that resulted in the “Revolution of Dignity”, Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea, and the breakout of ongoing war in the Ukrainian Donbass – 
events which are now impossible to overlook.

Ukrainian Evangelical Theological Seminary (UETS) has been greatly influenced by 
this history. UETS was founded in 1992 to train pastors and missionaries. Missions 
at that time was mostly perceived as conversion of local people to accept Christ as 
their personal Savior. Christians needed a better understanding of the Bible and 
practical skills to help plant new churches. They needed guidance regarding basic 
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The Church and Politics

pastoral care. The Church’s rapid growth made this need urgent. However, the new 
socio-political realities created by the challenges of the early 2000s meant that 
basic pastoral and missional training was no longer sufficient for the Church’s 
needs. Ukraine had begun to grow economically, and spiritual curiosity had 
decreased. Furthermore, political turbulence (mentioned above – starting with the 
Orange Revolution in 2004 and culminating with the more significant events of 
2013-2014) forced UETS leadership to reconsider how the seminary could meet the 
needs of the contemporary evangelical Church within Ukraine. 

In this volatile social reality, the seminary can guide the Church to act wisely. In 
Ukraine (and elsewhere), the seminary can help the Church find concrete ways to 
address people grappling with nationalism, alienation, inequality, domineering 
leadership, and war trauma. 

First, the seminary can counsel the Church in Ukraine as it seeks new ways to 
relate to politics. The Church today faces a significant challenge in how to 
address societal problems nationwide – whether alongside, in opposition to, 
or entirely separate from the government. In the 1990s, evangelicals focused on 
the periphery: care for addicts, the homeless, orphans, and other marginalized 
groups. While there is still much work to be done, local churches saw these 
problems and developed approaches to address them. They even developed 
ministries that organized projects on a national scale to help the afflicted. Both 
government officials and many evangelical Church leaders accepted the role of 
the evangelical Church as a solution to social problems. In essence, the Church 
helped the government deal with its own shortcomings. Youth ministries were 
not as successful (though work with orphanages resulted in changes on a national 
scale), but, with that exception, the Church’s approaches remained largely 
unchanged for a decade. 

Today, it is clear that the Church must not only be socially active, but also have its 
own voice in politics – on the central, powerful members of society as well as on 
its peripheral, weak members. Too often, other secular players define the political 
and social trends in Ukrainian society. When national tension around the Orange 
Revolution arose in the early 2000s, many churches did not know how to react. 
Most church members prayed for peace and tried to avoid public events. 
However, by 2013 some Christians were becoming more active, participating in 
Euromaidan events and even in clashes with police. Because of this split response, 
more and more evangelicals started to ask: What is the proper way of relating to 
our government, and should there be limits to our participation? What is the core 
responsibility of the Church in such times of upheaval?
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The Church and Social Justice

Under the current political pressures, the evangelical Church is learning how to be 
a prophetic voice in Ukraine. It is trying to have a public perspective not only on 
religious aspects of life but on social and political challenges as well. Until 
recently, we have not seen Christians take an active public role in society 
(though some individual Christians had been involved in political life, public 
social initiatives, and NGOs on their own initiative). The Church is beginning to 
understand that political engagement does not equal support of a certain political 
party or politician. Rather, the Church’s engagement presents a challenge to our 
government. The Ukrainian government has allowed religious people to become 
active in society while still maintaining a suspicion of what it considers religious 
propaganda. In this context, it is important to develop a vision for the Church that 
will allow cooperation between the Church, government institutions, and social 
initiatives without mixing responsibilities and crossing lines of mutual trust.

In light of this new calling, theology in today’s Ukrainian Church must offer a 
new approach to how believers read and preach the Gospel. Theology needs to 
move away from the gnostic, outlandish terms it has used – terms that represent 
Christianity as salvation from the world and getting to Heaven primarily through 
personal conviction in a closed group – that the Church used during Soviet 
persecution. It needs to move toward narratives of holistic transformation that 
take the resurrection of Christ and his dominion over all the powers seriously 
(meaning that we can’t escape the question of political power and our 
responsibility as Christians). Christ did not create any national or state theology, 
certainly – but Ukrainian churches are used to ignoring all political themes in the 
Gospel entirely and to perceiving them as completely alien to the Good News. 
Thus, the active presence of God in implementing His will in all areas of society – 
including politics – is still a new idea for many Ukrainian evangelicals. The 
seminary needs to guide the Church to apply the Gospel to socio-political realities.

In addition to addressing how the Church interacts with politics, the seminary 
can address how believers interact within society – particularly by working 
through questions of social justice and alienation among young people. The most 
active participants in recent political uprisings have been young adults, many of 
whom work for big companies and make enough money to live comfortably and 
independently. How does the evangelical Church engage these young people who 
do not have pressing social needs or require assistance, but who are concerned 
about justice, transforming the social order, and improving both state and 
society? How do we reach out to people who consider themselves global citizens 
but who also have a strong national identity? The evangelical Church needs a new 
contextual perspective on its role as a cultural influencer. To engage young adults, 
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The Church and Identity

local churches must address the topics of social justice and public success in the 
context of a globalized society.

The new approach to the Gospel mentioned in the section above could add 
another necessary facet: a reinforcement of the interpersonal aspects of 
salvation (in contrast to the individualistic and mostly forensic Western 
perspective that seems to dominate currently). The Church must see society 
as a sphere where the Spirit is at work in individuals of diverse backgrounds in 
relationship with one another. Too often, churches limit God’s work only to the 
salvation of individual souls. Having focused primarily on the mission of bringing 
people to heaven through conversion, many Ukrainian churches do not know 
how to address questions of wealth, work, social equality, or justice. Yet these 
questions have become more and more pressing as rural areas are 
experiencing mass emigration due to lack of employment, as internally displaced 
people migrate as a result of war, and as ongoing social stratification segregates 
different elements of society. A deep reappraisal of the resurrection of Christ (as 
the King that overpowers death and violence) and its application to society could 
address these challenges. The Church’s understanding of salvation must grow to 
include a holistic theology of interpersonal social reconciliation.

In the most practical terms, this newly-considered soteriology might reveal itself 
in new worship practices. We need to answer questions such as: Is God at work 
in all areas of society, or is God only active at Christian gatherings? What is 
Christian worship, and what could worship look like in Ukraine if the Church 
accepted historical and cultural spheres as places where God works? If God is 
not only at work in the Christian sphere, then new forms of worship are needed. 
Worship should be seen as a form of witness in communal life, not only as a 
form of communication with God. The way we worship could reveal to us and 
demonstrate to society what is most important: a model of grace-based love. 
The fact that reconciliation, forgiveness, and peace are given, not created, is a 
theme vitally important for the Church to develop. In addition, worship needs to 
be contextualized culturally, becoming sensitive to people’s experiences of stress 
and social anxiety. Worship should include a therapeutic dimension that provides 
space for social healing at Church gatherings, because cognitive apologetics has 
proven unable to reach the hearts of suffering people.

Another major concern is the question of how society forms identity. The seminary 
can guide believers as they consider what results from the interplay between 
politics and individual relationships – i.e., identity. Processes that drive social life 
in Ukraine seem to correlate with the movement toward developing a national 
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identity. And yet, no single narrative guides society. Despite the ongoing 
international conflict, significant social and ideological divisions remain within 
Ukraine itself. Recent economic hardships have only reinforced these internal 
tensions, which include growth of economic inequality and continuous discussion 
on whether a pro-Russian or pro-EU political vector should prevail and what the 
main causes of state corruption are. The Church needs to speak to people who 
hunger for a new identity that differs from the identity of those responsible for 
leading Ukraine into this international crisis, and that provides hope for the 
possibility of peace both outside of and within Ukraine. 

In this final area especially, churches need to develop a theology for influencing 
national identity so that it is not built upon historical trauma or in contrast to other 
nations. (Such negative options include the influence of the Russian Empire and 
later the USSR on Ukrainian state independence, especially the de-Ukrainization 
of language and culture; the Holodomor, the state-manipulated famine of 
1932-1933; and the political and ethnic persecution and displacement under the 
USSR.) Ukrainian national identity has mostly been influenced by different 
political parties and secular organizations. As a result, Christians are sometimes 
carried away with nationalistic ideas that do not correlate with Christian values. 
On the other hand, imperialist or separatist political ideologies lead some 
Christians to reject the idea of patriotism. Evangelicals do tend to be more 
cosmopolitan in their perception of the role of the Church for the Ukrainian nation, 
since they often value personal salvation and “heavenly citizenship” more than 
local social identities (often criticizing patriotism as being too secular). They 
often seem to minimize the value of an independent state in favor of globalization 
(thinking of the global body of Christ and cross-cultural mission), which carries 
its own values, ethical burdens, and practical questions (one of these is whether 
we can contextualize our mission efforts without taking into account our own 
historical and national context). At the same time, a painful ideology of 
isolationism has recently gained popularity in Ukrainian society, an ideology 
that has influenced some Christians who are active in current public life. 

Therefore, the Church must consider if it is possible to develop a theology based 
on love for Ukraine that does not embrace hate for others (i.e., patriotic without 
being nationalistic). To do so may be difficult in times of continuous conflict, but 
the Church must find a peaceful identity that creates space for other groups. This 
theology could begin with the appreciation of what we already have in Christ and 
could see the nation as a servant of God on a larger scale, with its own unique 
qualities and mission.

Through the Gospel, the Church has something to offer those struggling to 
address these high-level problems in Ukrainian society and government. The 
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Gospel has something to offer those who are well-off financially but feel that 
something is missing in society. Many Ukrainians still see Christianity as a 
medieval utopia, and they do not realize that Jesus taught down-to-earth 
principles of everyday life. Justice could be applied in society much more 
effectively if God were not seen as merely a distant being but as the Savior who 
is close to our needs and struggles. Justice and authenticity are areas of 
evangelical theology and practical Christian life that the Church needs to 
communicate more clearly and that Ukrainians need to understand more deeply.

The Church and Leadership in Crisis

The seminary can help the Church respond to questions of politics, social justice, 
and identity, but in order to do so, it must teach the church’s leaders to model 
a new kind of leadership. Societal changes resulting from the events of the early 
2000s have challenged our view of leadership, especially public leadership. 
Post-Soviet leadership rested on a tradition of paternalism, so the current 
grassroots citizen engagement has redefined what leadership means in Ukraine. 
However, even after Euromaidan, people continue to see institutional power as 
corrupt. Few people lead with integrity. This means that the current public 
demand for leadership leaves an opening for the Church to model leadership 
that is selfless, transparent, and team-oriented (not paternalistic). 

In this context, the seminary has a unique calling to help local churches reinforce 
their practice of Biblical servant leadership. Sometimes, a good pastor may not 
have communicated care for a newcomer, who instead may have perceived the 
experience as manipulative or at least not constructive. Pastoral care based on 
lay submission can scare away more independent, self-sufficient people. This 
does not mean that these people themselves do not need to change or develop 
a certain respect toward authority and hierarchical leadership; however, instead 
of emphasizing authoritarianism, Church leadership could model transformative 
impact both within the Church community and in society in general. Many leaders 
are stressed by the high expectations placed on them. Leadership that behaves 
not as a strict hierarchy but rather as a collaborative effort – where delegation, 
trust, and care are emphasized – must be developed and promoted. If we have this 
type of leadership model, then problem-solving or teaching could be an answer for 
contemporary challenges.

The Church needs new leadership that is, in a sense, deconstructive, because it 
is aimed against power. Yet this new leadership should also be constructive, built 
not only on service but on the formation of a healthy society in which everyone 
has a sense of responsibility and value. This leadership would help others develop 
their unique gifts as active participants in the body of Christ. The Church needs to 
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The Church and War

Overshadowing all these political and social questions is the reality of war, a new 
reality that churches were not ready to face. Thus, seminaries in Ukraine must 
help people learn to live in an overarching context of international political strife. 
After six years of continuous war in Ukraine, many people are suffering from 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), many are handicapped, many are widows 
and orphans, and over a million have been internally displaced. Different kinds 
of social ministries operated before the war, but not many people had experience 
ministering to those who endured war in their neighborhoods or to soldiers who 
participated in active combat. As a result, a whole new ministry of military 
chaplains had to be started almost from scratch. These chaplains require various 
levels of education and support. On the front lines, they deal with questions 
coming from soldiers about ethics, depression, and personal devastation. These 
new experiences require new responses to those affected by the war. In this 
context, UETS sees possibilities to support the Ukrainian Church through 
Christian counselling programs and short trainings related to trauma. Also, UETS 
has recently published books on Christian counseling and trauma healing since it 
is a new area not only for the Church but also for secular psychologists in Ukraine. 

The war has created a whole new set of questions that have challenged the 
Church. People who experience war struggle to understand where God is in the 
midst of war. One challenge is understanding how to serve these people without 
assuming the government’s responsibilities. Furthermore, how can Church 
leaders balance humanitarian aid and the presentation of the Gospel in a way 
that changes the lives of the afflicted? Finally, what does the process of national 
healing look like? Though this process has gone on for six years, and some 
solutions have been found, there is still a long road ahead. One way for UETS to 
participate is by reinforcing topics of conflict resolution and developing leadership 
while taking into account contextual social challenges. These challenges are 
multiplying, and UETS has been making adjustments to courses to reflect the 
contemporary context, particularly in its Master’s programs.

These challenges accentuate the need for a revised theology of suffering, 
especially a rethinking of the fatalistic view of God that many Ukrainians hold. 
It is not uncommon for people to respond to the war as “God’s will,” thereby 
almost legitimizing violence and death. Theodicy must be approached not only 
with the expectation of proper answers about suffering but as an opportunity for 
the Church to grow into new forms of worship and to expand its ability to provide 

explore ways it could influence society’s definition of true leadership by voicing its 
concerns and modeling the type of leadership society is looking for.
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counseling to those who suffer. There is also a space for a theology of hope and 
Biblical perspectives on structural social change. The Church may ask what can 
be done to prevent future wars and how to unite our nation (which hopefully 
communicates Kingdom values). Theological training has to take into account not 
only cultural contextualization but also the ongoing expansion of social challenges 
and structural social problems as well. One of the questions UETS is developing 
during the last few years is the combination of Christian faith and responsible 
citizenship without separating our faith from our life as citizens of Ukraine. 

The method of Christian counseling in the current situation must be 
well-considered. The Church needs to define to what extent it should be involved 
in counseling in state-run programs for troops and veterans and what types of 
Christian education would be required to be effective in this ministry. And perhaps 
more importantly, the Church needs to promote a new approach to dealing with 
stress caused by violence as a result of the war experience. It is important to strive 
to impact society as a whole since all people are influenced by the experience of 
the conflict. 

Conclusion

This essay has offered a case study for how the seminary can guide the Church as 
the Church responds to socio-political tensions. Concrete actions are mentioned 
here as paths to explore and as questions in process, not as proven solutions. 
In Ukraine, the Euromaidan protests and resulting military conflict have forced 
the evangelical Church to face many challenges. Some ministries have already 
adapted to these challenges, but many are still looking for direction. Churches 
have begun to mature in a holistic attitude and in ministry related to social justice 
and public opinion on controversial matters. Regarding the practice of worship 
that seriously takes into account the local context, the Church seems to be making 
some progress as more and more churches and Christian events address this 
question. Political crises have led to a more serious analysis of what the Church’s 
role concerning national identity ought to be. Thanks to these societal changes, 
the Church and seminary must meet new expectations for servant leadership, but 
they also have new opportunities to reach the young and suffering. The Church 
has begun to take trauma seriously and to build a foundation that may help to 
overcome the violence that still defines many movements in Ukraine. 

The evangelical Church in Ukraine has a unique opportunity to be a part of a 
renewed national formation through addressing the needs that plague the 
country. The seminary will play a key role in this renewal. Demonstrating the 
Gospel’s relevance here and now in our society, the Church needs to preach, 
worship, lead, and counsel with power to engage today’s challenges. These times 
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are hard for Ukrainians, but they are also a window into new ministries and new 
roles that evangelical Christians may play in society. 
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Responding to the COVID-19 
Crisis: Moving  from Desperation 
to Hope in Theological Education  

Evan Hunter
ScholarLeaders International

“We live in an unprecedented time.” Those words, alongside adjectives like 
“strange,” “unique,” and “challenging,” have been repeated frequently since 
the term “novel coronavirus” entered the collective lexicon. In the last 50 years, 
perhaps no other event has impacted so much of the world so quickly and so 
thoroughly as the COVID-19 pandemic. For theological education, especially in 
the Majority World, these are indeed daunting times, challenging the dominant 
models of what we do and even threatening schools’ existence. 

However, it may also prove to be a time of creativity and innovation as schools 
respond. As the initial shock subsides, we can look around and notice that we are 
not alone. Solidarity does not change the situation or make it less difficult. But it 
can provide encouragement as we offer hope to one another. Solidarity brings us 
out of our collective spaces of isolation, opening us to learning with and from one 
another. 

The following essay outlines some common challenges and shares some emerging 
steps of hope for theological education. It does so with particular concern for 
Majority World realities, and it draws on examples from schools in Africa, Asia, 
Latin America, and Eastern Europe. Time will provide opportunities for further 
learning, as this year may hold some turning points for theological education. 
But part of the way forward is recognizing where we are and moving onward, 
prayerfully and with hope, toward what will come next.
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The Crisis Has Created a Common Set 
of Mounting Challenges

Theological schools almost everywhere 
operate with the thinnest of margins, 
a situation even more acute across the 
Majority World. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, institutions face 
challenges in meeting humanitarian 
needs, helping faculty and staff shift 
rapidly to new learning approaches, 
addressing growing financial crises, 
and, in some places, surviving this 
crisis in addition to preexisting national 
crises.  

Acute humanitarian needs: When national lockdowns required schools to shutter 
their classrooms, most residential students departed for home. However, some 
students could not return, becoming a new kind of refugee. Seminaries stepped 
forward to house them. In Lebanon, a group of students from North Africa had to 
turn around at the airport when their flights were canceled. In Eastern Europe, 
many students from Central Asia remain isolated on campus. The abrupt closure 
of travel in India stranded international and domestic students alike. In each 
country, seminaries are housing these students, providing meals and basic care 
out of their own tight budgets, even buying sanitation equipment to maintain 
proper isolation procedures. Cases like these multiply around the world. Beyond 
attending to those housed on their properties, several schools are using resources 
to meet immediate needs for food and medical care within their communities. 

Rapid shifts to online learning: Unable to host face-to-face classes, schools have 
scrambled to move courses into remote learning modes. Schools with existing 
online programs have been able to use their technology quickly to meet the needs 
of recently disbanded classroom programs. However, for many, the shift requires 
developing technological infrastructure, course content, and learning activities 
appropriate for the digital format from scratch. In the short term, some schools 
have seen positive responses. A professor in Ukraine has enjoyed hosting video 
chats. Students in Brazil have expressed gratitude for the quality of their courses, 
even when circumstances demanded hasty modifications. 

Even so, most schools are simply focused on survival – on delivering content. 
Some professors have conducted live lectures via Zoom and Google Hangouts. 
Others have rushed to record lectures, post notes, and make materials available 

Common Challenges:

• Humanitarian Needs

• Rapid Shifts to Online Learning

• Demands on Faculty

• Financial Challenges

• Following on Existing Crises
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for download and online viewing. Still others have been able to modify 
assignments and create threaded discussion. They are doing all they can, but they 
often remain uncertain about how students receive content or whether students 
can access materials. In crisis response mode, questions about course design, 
library access, holistic formation, and assessment must wait for the future. 

National and regional situations complicate schools’ efforts. Inadequate 
technological infrastructures and power grids and the closure of public internet 
cafes have hampered some students’ online engagement. At some schools, only 
a handful of professors own laptops, and even fewer students have computers or 
adequate home internet access. Many schools have had to upgrade hardware on 
campus and for remote use by professors. One school in the Middle East has 
provided cellular modems to faculty and given students stipends to improve 
internet service.

At the worst, at some schools – such as one in Nigeria and another in Central Asia 
– students who cannot connect have had to drop courses or postpone completion. 
Other schools have had to cut their academic terms short because they cannot 
make the rapid changes required to continue online. The crisis has caused a 
unified effort to move more learning online, but implementation and results 
remain significantly uneven.

Increased demands on faculty: The pandemic’s demands have created quite a 
scramble for faculty, many of whom have not had much training in developing 
online courses. Some professors not only have never had a desire to teach in a 
virtual environment, but they also had been assured that they would not have to 
do so. Even where schools have facilities for recording courses, the lockdown has 
meant that professors must teach from home, often with little support and while 
managing family responsibilities. Many are trying to provide counsel to students 
via text messaging. Furthermore, financial challenges often mean that they are 
being asked to take a pay cut at the same time as they are being asked to do far 
more. This further contributes to their physical, mental, and psychological 
hardship.
 
Pressing financial challenges: As schools scramble to keep courses going and 
meet students’ needs, financial pressures mount. Schools have lost income across 
all categories. Income challenges are not unusual. However, to have all four major 
sources threatened simultaneously and without a clear idea of when the crisis will 
subside has made the financial outlook dire for many schools.

• Tuition: For many schools, these months – halfway through the academic 
year – mean enrollment for the coming term and collection of the next 
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round of tuition payments. However, schools have had to postpone 
enrollments and tuition billing, unsure when classes may resume or what 
form they will take. Class delays will result in loss of tuition income. For 
some, a move to online courses may require adjustments to tuition rates. 
Even when schools resume (and they will need to think carefully about 
how to do so, as Maloney and Kim make clear in their April 2020 article), 
many students will have been without work for months, which may mean 
they will not have the needed funds to enroll. Increased delays, changes 
in format, and loss of income for students may all lead to lower 
enrollments even when the path forward becomes clear. 

• Local donations: The crisis’s economic fallout has affected all donors. 
Churches support many schools, either directly or by covering students’ 
fees. Lockdown has prevented churches from meeting, significantly 
decreasing the offerings they receive. One school in Ethiopia exemplifies 
this situation as they expressed concern that churches that have not been 
able to meet will also not be able to give during the next academic term.

• International donations: The economic crisis will constrain donor 
capacity in the West, where major donors to Majority World schools 
are often located. In addition, travel bans mean that school presidents’ 
fundraising trips have been delayed or canceled. Unable to visit donors, 
several presidents have said that they fear a significant revenue decline. 
As they wait, they do not know whether financial situations will grow 
worse and have a further negative impact for months to come.

• Third stream income: Lockdowns and social distancing have eliminated 
income generated by guest house and facility rentals. In some cases, as at 
one school in Ukraine, these revenue-generating projects can provide up 
to half the school’s budget. If bans on large gatherings extend for another 
season, these schools will face even more significant financial challenges. 
Each quarter that passes represents unrecoverable income.

Schools have had to delay long-term and special projects as needs shift from 
capital improvements to this month’s operating income – a shift complicated by 
two factors. First, cutting expenses can be challenging when schools face 
humanitarian efforts like caring for students stranded on campus, or when 
reducing salaries or cutting staff directly impacts provision for families. Second, 
immediate shifts to online education require investments in technology. 
Hardware purchases, internet upgrades, and service contracts are necessary but 
unbudgeted expenses. Facing these complex barriers, leaders continue to make 
sacrificial commitments to keep their schools afloat.

Following on existing crises: In some places, such as Lebanon, Hong Kong, and 
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India, the pandemic adds to preexisting economic and social upheaval. Economic 
constraint and political unrest in many places in 2019 had already placed pressure 
on schools. Conflicts brought a decrease in local giving and third-stream income 
(less tourism in the Middle East, for instance), so schools in these places faced 
budget constraints prior to economic closures because of the pandemic. In some 
cases, conflicts had also narrowed access to goods and services, a situation now 
exacerbated. Thus, schools encounter a new set of increased expenditures, 
financial constraints, and logistical challenges on top of already-unfolding 
conflicts.
 

The Crisis May Catalyze Innovation

We do not yet know how long the crisis will last, but it is clear that it will have a 
lasting impact. In an article posted on The Praxis Journal, Crouch, Keilhacker, and 
Blanchard discuss the COVID-19 crisis in terms of meteorology: blizzard, winter 
season, or ice age (2020). The crisis has not subsided so quickly that schools will 
be able to wait out the storm and return to business as usual. Thus, this crisis may 
be a winter season; if so, adjustments have to be made. If it is an ice age, then the 
landscape may change irrevocably. 

In a recent interview, Elie Haddad, President of Arab Baptist Theological 
Seminary in Lebanon, stated that a crisis can be a time of fear or a time of 
innovation (Ortiz, 2020). Right now, most schools are still in survival mode. But 
once the dust settles, new ideas and practices will emerge. In Reverse Innovation 
(2012), Govindarajan and Trimble challenge two assumptions that hinder 
innovation: progress always develops iteratively from previous models; current 
institutional structures are necessary to accomplish objectives (see also Hunter, 
2016). The COVID-19 crisis topples these assumptions in real life by disrupting 
every aspect of theological education around the globe, especially in the Majority 
World. It forces schools to realize that the structures to which we have become 
accustomed cannot function as they did in the past. Thus, although the situation 
is challenging, it may lead to truly innovative paradigm shifts in how schools 
accomplish the primary task of forming leaders for Christian service.  

Immediate Responses: Already, schools have become creative, using virtual 
platforms for more than their classrooms. A school in Brazil has created a vibrant 
worship community through online chapel services. In the Middle East, summer 
conferences have been repositioned as interactive webinars. 

Schools have recognized that although they have a primary calling to train leaders, 
they may also have a temporary role in meeting immediate humanitarian needs. 
For example, a school in India has mobilized resources to provide food for day 
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laborers trapped by the pandemic shutdown.

Theological schools have often become places of refuge, especially during times 
of political unrest. In the last decade, schools in Latin America and parts of Africa 
have protected the displaced. During COVID-19, many schools care for stranded 
students, working hard to provide meals and maintain standards of sanitation 
and social distance. In addition, a school in the Middle East has opened its guest 
house to frontline medical workers needing accommodation. The Church has a 
long history of serving people in times of crisis, and we see seminaries stepping 
up to continue that legacy. 

Preparing for a New Future: As this winter or ice age progresses, schools will need 
to turn their attention to some of the longer-term changes required for theological 
education’s new normal. 

• Online investment: Many of the moves into online education have been 
expedient measures to complete academic terms that began in face-to-
face environments. If students cannot return to physical classrooms, then 
many schools will need to invest more time and energy in program design 
for virtual environments. Faculty training, administrative systems, and 
budget projections will need revision. Questions related to appropriate 
platforms, types of online interaction, access to resources, and student 
formation will require intentional answers. Even as schools plan to 
incorporate more technology, though, lack of national infrastructures, 
disparities in access to broadband, and limited device availability ensure 
that while technology may play a greater role in the future, it cannot serve 
all the Church’s needs. Schools must plan within these constraints.

• Formation in online environments: Some aspects of discipleship and 
spiritual growth are inherently incarnational. Schools will need to 
consider which aspects of formation must take place on campus and 
in relationship with faculty, staff, or fellow students. New partnerships 
with local church leaders and increased use of shorter, intensive times of 
in-person interaction may provide some answers. 

• Holistic changes resulting from the transition online: Depending on how 
permanent the shifts may be, leaders will need to address questions 
about facilities, including the use of dorms, classrooms, chapels, and 
libraries. 

In a recent post for Teaching Theology, Graham Cheeseman comments that the 
current crisis has highlighted the effectiveness of virtual learning environments 
and how technology can help maintain relational connections. At the same time, 
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isolation has shown us how much we need physical presence with other people. 
For the Church and the seminary, both these lessons warrant consideration as 
leaders think about how schools will form future leaders for Christian service. 

Schools will have to address other long-term changes.

• Financial stresses: When the coronavirus finally retreats and courses 
resume (in whatever new forms they take), financial challenges for 
theological education will remain. A global recession may place further 
pressures on schools’ income sources. Students may have difficulty 
paying tuition, and they may expect different tuition structures if the 
models have shifted to embrace more technology and less residential 
study. Churches and individual donors will take time to recover. 
Experience has shown that donations lag behind economic rebounds, 
so it may be years before contributions return to previous levels. Even 
foundations have seen a decrease in available funds and may take time 
to recover. Third stream revenue sources will also have to rebuild as 
locations incrementally release from lockdown. Like donations, 
conferences, hotel rooms, and recreational activity tie closely to nations’ 
financial statuses. Schools should plan for income reductions for at least 
the next 12-24 months.  

• Mission transformation: Crisis forces schools to examine their core 
mission. COVID-19’s impact will extend far beyond theological education, 
reflected in shifting needs in the Church and society. Examining these 
challenges will guide schools as they pursue their primary purpose – 
forming leaders for Christian service and for speaking prophetically to 
the Church and society. Schools can offer Biblical guidance as new issues 
emerge. Unfortunately, for many schools, the aftermath of the crisis will 
probably require a contraction of activities. Programs, curricula, delivery, 
and personnel may all warrant reconsideration if schools are to survive to 
pursue their missions.

As schools prepare to engage a situation changed by the coronavirus, leadership 
should ask what core they will build on. As they do so, they can, in Elie Haddad’s 
words, “reconceptualize pathways for the future” (Ortiz, 2020).  

Crisis Moves Us to Action – and a 
Reason for Hope

In the same way that the unprecedented scope of the crisis has placed 
extreme burdens on people around the world, solidarity in suffering has led to an 
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unparalleled amount of collective action. At no other time in history has the 
scientific community been so united in a common cause, worked more 
collaboratively, and shared more data (Apuzzo and Kirkpatrick, 2020). Such 
concentrated effort offers hope that new tests, treatments, and perhaps a vaccine 
may develop.

For the Church, hope is grounded in Christ. Still, the scientific community’s 
broad collaboration provides inspiration as schools engage their portion of God’s 
mission. In theological education, the solidarity that comes from the crisis’s 
universal impact can also move us to action. Over the last month, churches have 
had to disburse their gatherings but have united in prayer and serving the poor. As 
part of the Church, theological schools not only join this work but also continue to 
learn about how to form leaders for Church ministry in times of need.

Gifted, passionate, creative women and men lead and teach at theological schools 
around the world. As they find ways to engage one another, they discover wisdom 
and mutual pastoral care.  The intense focus on the coronavirus crisis has also led 
to the development of new collaborative spaces for mutual learning and resource 
sharing. A few examples:

• The ICETE Academy has developed a set of nano-courses, including 
Educating in Crisis, which includes a forum for sharing experiences 
related to the COVID-19 crisis. A second short course explores Developing 
Community in Crisis when face-to-face interactions cannot take place: 
https://icete.academy. 

• ICETE has developed a page for sharing resources and conducts weekly 
interviews with regional leaders as a way to promote new ideas: https://
icete.info/community/sharing-resources-during-the-covid-19-outbreak/ 
and https://icete.info/equipping/video-archive.

• The Asia Theological Association has developed a technology response 
team to: a) meet the immediate needs of emergency remote learning; 
b) provide real-time support related to technology and faculty training 
as faculty teach online for the first time in some places; c) guide ATA on 
how to use its website as a gathering place for resources for faculty and 
students. 

• Several libraries and research repositories, including JSTOR and EBSCO, 
have made resources temporarily free to help meet resourcing needs. As 
evidenced in Wheaton’s list (and several like it), one challenge remains 
in accessing significant electronic resources in languages other than 
English: https://guides.library.wheaton.edu/COVID19Offers?fbclid=IwAR-
1pL9shshSQfKbhHCEaRyUtbr0-lm5VSuWZ0NOury6XJ5F7pXc7hIj6HNg. 
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For most schools, responses from their communities to their efforts have been 
surprisingly positive. The vulnerable, impoverished, and elderly have welcomed 
schools’ efforts to meet humanitarian needs. Faculty and students have embraced 
new platforms and have learned about their own abilities to adapt. In this time of 
intensified conversation about online education, schools can make the most of 
students’ and faculty members’ gracious responses and can solicit their input as 
they make decisions about the future. Schools reluctant to engage online learning 
(for a variety of reasons) have found themselves forced not only to consider 
possibilities but to execute them to the best of their abilities. They have identified 
clear, specific needs for faculty training, infrastructure development, and 
managing student engagement and can seek concrete solutions. Shortcomings 
in online models have moved from theoretical and ideological to practical and 
tangible, allowing for informed discussion and innovative solutions. 

The ubiquity of the crisis has taken a toll on theological education and its leaders. 
The immediate shifts have required immense efforts and, at times, personal 
sacrifice so that schools and, more importantly, their missions can survive. In 
the face of daunting challenges, as the initial wave subsides and we envision the 
future, we do so with a sense of hope. Theological education has an essential role 
in the Church. Crises reveal the importance of leader formation and of Biblical 
reflection on each day’s issues. Drawn together by a sense of collective 
desperation, we cling to Christ and to one another, and hope begins to emerge.
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Leaders Who Look for More:
Barriers and Supports to Majority

World Leaders’ Successful
Advanced Theological Training  

Lisa Washington Lamb
Fuller Theological Seminary

Majority World leaders seeking advanced theological education face 
daunting barriers. We who teach must understand the dynamics that shape 
who will pursue, persevere at, and fruitfully apply that investment. Among 
other challenges, leaders seeking fresh skills and perspectives confront 
ingrained cultural narratives regarding education. This study utilizes growth 
versus fixed mindset theory as a paradigm for how shared beliefs impact success. 
It proposes that those who leave home for training share traits detailed in 
third culture/cultural hybridity theories. It draws upon the experiences of 
numerous international students. Insights from seasoned trainers augment these 
perspectives, yielding recommendations for selecting leaders for training, and for 
supporting them through the process. These recommendations will be of value 
to Majority World students and to the professors who have the honor of teaching 
them. 

Abstract

Introduction

“Do not let my enemies exult over me… Make me to know your ways, O Lord; teach 
me your paths. Lead me in your truth and teach me… Consider how many are my 
foes!” Psalm 25:2, 4, 19 (NRSV)

Psalm 25 is shaped like a long, sunlit plateau in the midst of two bleak valleys. As 
the psalm opens, David asks God to rescue him from violent thugs. He ends it with 
cries for God to untangle his feet from the vicious trap they have set for him (v. 15). 
He is in serious trouble. So it is striking that at the center of the psalm (vv. 4-14), 
he pauses for an extended, even leisurely reflection on the goodness of learning. 
Specifically, he seeks to learn the ways of God. After David asks God to lift his soul 
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above the current fray, the psalm becomes at its center the prayer of someone 
pursuing theological education while facing scarcity, fierce enemies, and a 
plethora of other troubles (v. 22). The timing seems all wrong. 

However, might these be the very conditions that prime certain leaders to seek 
education? In the midst of protracted battles, some leaders simply trudge on, 
but others grow hungry for wisdom, perspective, and vision. They become 
animated by the question, “Could we be fighting this battle a different way?” 
Some learner-leaders realize that the battle for the Church’s flourishing in their 
contexts is not a quick skirmish. They make the counterintuitive choice to leave 
the fight and climb onto a metaphorical plateau for a season of reflective learning. 
There, they gain tools that enable them to return invigorated and equipped for a 
lifetime of fruitful leadership. 

As we seek to connect gifted Majority World leaders with theological and 
pastoral education, this psalm should encourage us. Learning can happen in 
situations of extreme struggle and scarcity. Providing that plateau for reflection 
and development can be a huge and welcome gift to leaders slugging it out on the 
ground. The psalm also promises that God is highly invested in and committed to 
that process. God is the consummate educator, teaching the humble his ways and 
making his covenant known (vv. 9, 14). The psalm also sounds a note of realism for 
our enterprise. Enemies lurk, and not far off. We are always on some level engaged 
in what C.S. Lewis called, “Learning in Wartime.” As he reminded students in a 
sermon he preached in Oxford on the brink of World War II, “The only people who 
achieve much are those who want knowledge so badly that they seek it while the 
conditions are still unfavorable. Favorable conditions never come” (Lewis 1939).

The psalmist fits Lewis’s model of the motivated, diligent learner. He never 
releases the tension on either end: He doesn’t lift his soul to such lofty conceptual 
heights that he forgets his context or the troubles of his people. Nor does he fixate 
on the struggle and mess to the point that he fails to pursue learning. David is 
both aware of reality and able to transcend it enough to pursue his study of God’s 
ways. This is our ideal for the global leaders who seek advanced degrees, whether 
abroad or in their own countries – that they be rooted in and mindful of their local 
contexts while availing themselves of global thought and practices. They must be 
hungry enough for intellectual development to pursue it, disciplined enough to 
persist at it, and resilient enough to weather the inevitable setbacks. This article 
will first explore the internal and external barriers that leaders in Majority World 
countries face as they seek further training (in aeronautical terms, the headwinds), 
then name the traits that make them more likely to seek out and complete a 
course of study (the tailwinds), and finally, detail the support they need to thrive. 
It contends that our lens for prediction and evaluation of the success of training 
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must encompass a leader’s community rather than exclusively assessing a leader’s 
giftedness.

As a professor of homiletics with an eye toward strengthening preaching globally, 
I have taught students in intensive courses in various countries as well as many 
students who have come to the United States to study. Increasingly, I teach 
students from around the globe who are taking courses online. Nothing inspires 
me like a student from China who has to leap nimbly over state firewalls to post 
her sermons online for the rest of the class, or one from rural Mexico who has to 
wait out patchy internet access to post his. Nothing discourages me like the 
Central American student whose pastor tells him he is stifling the Spirit by 
pursuing an “academic” approach to preaching, or the international student 
who struggles dejectedly because her prior education simply didn’t equip her for 
graduate-level work. 

This article reflects on those students’ successes and failures. It also draws 
from interviews with high-level trainers in four organizations and with the growth 
versus fixed mindset theory of psychologist Dr. Carol Dweck. (The author 
interviewed trainers from Langham Preaching Partnership (Langham), the 
Global Training Network (GTN), the International Fellowship of Evangelical 
Students (IFES), and the School of Intercultural Studies at Fuller (SIS).) It 
highlights patterns regarding cultural narratives (here taking the term “culture” 
to mean the norms, shared beliefs, values, etc. of an organization as large as a 
nation or as small as a congregation) about education and leadership. Some of 
the barriers named by these seasoned trainers were surprising; some were even 
contradictory. The picture that emerges is of struggle and of gritty determination 
to overcome it. How can those who seek to equip leaders better discern the most 
likely candidates to succeed, and how can we partner with them along the way as 
these emerging leaders prepare to lead Christ’s Church around the globe?

Headwinds: Barriers to 
Theological Education

On one level, anyone pursuing seminary education today is a living minor miracle, 
given the costs in dollars and time. But those doing so within or coming from the 
Majority World face much stronger headwinds. We will consider three barriers to 
theological education: scarcity of funding and intellectual preparation, prevailing 
cultural narratives about education and development, and losses to leaders and 
organizations. 
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Scarcity of Funds

It is always more difficult to dream big dreams in settings of scarcity or ongoing 
trauma. A telling study was done in Pakistan after the devastating floods there 
in 2010 (Izenman 2017). Eighteen months later, ambition levels of those who had 
endured these floods had plummeted to the levels of  those with half their 
income in terms of how much seed they hoped to plant the following year, their 
hopes for their children’s education, and even whether they planned to vote in the 
upcoming election. This was so even though they had recovered their losses in 
financial terms. Trauma, hardship, and scarcity tend to shrink our horizons. 

Funding is the most obvious scarcity headwind for leader development. Few who 
are living in economic scarcity have the vision even to consider higher education. 
It sounds as ambitious as attempting to jump to Mars, even though funding may 
be more available than they can imagine. Not only does it seem out of reach, but 
it seems audacious and extravagant. As one parachurch leader reflected on his 
choice to pursue a degree, “In my country, anyone being able to be full time in 
ministry is a huge luxury. Taking study leave away from that ministry is an 
unimaginable luxury. For that very reason, it had never occurred to me. I had 
plenty of drive, but no initiative or vision for advanced training. It took someone 
else having that for me” (Rautmanis 2019). 

Scarcity of Educational Preparation: The Hidden Cost of Corruption

Deficiencies in the educational systems of the home countries of those who 
attempt further theological study may be an even harder shortfall to overcome. 
Often, education offered in Majority World countries falls far short of Western 
standards. The resulting lack of intellectual preparation leaves Majority World 
Church leaders struggling behind their Western peers when they seek higher 
education. Recognizing this situation does not discriminate against Majority 
World learners – it simply acknowledges the reality of the state of Majority World 
education.

What causes this massive intellectual shortfall? When one trainer of leaders in 
many countries was asked what he thought the biggest barrier was to obtaining 
higher education, he answered with one word: “Corruption.” Corruption costs 
countries at every level of the educational process. It affects not only the quality 
of education but also the subsequent confidence level of students. They know 
that their education is inferior because they were coerced to pay one price for an 
A and another for a B. In countries where this occurs, confidence in the system 
plummets. Students do not dare to set their sights on a degree in a culture where 
educational standards are more rigorous. This scarcity of structural integrity in 
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the foundation of one’s education can be very difficult to overcome, and partner 
institutions (especially in the West) must think through the scaffolding required 
for students from such backgrounds to thrive. 

Cultural Narratives Regarding Education

Carol Dweck has developed the theory that individuals and cultures carry 
conceptions of intelligence and talent either as innate, unchanging traits, or as 
malleable ones. She labels these as growth versus fixed mindsets. In her words, 
“In a fixed mindset, students believe their basic abilities, their intelligence, their 
talents, are just fixed traits. They have a certain amount and that’s that, and then 
their goal becomes to look smart all the time and never look dumb. In a growth 
mindset students understand that their talents and abilities can be developed 
through effort, good teaching and persistence” (Morehead 2012). Her research 
across many cultures has demonstrated that fundamental beliefs about talent 
and intelligence dramatically impact learners’ abilities to tackle new challenges, 
persevere through failure, and even tell the truth about their test scores (Dweck 
2016). She broadens her theory from individually held beliefs to shared ones 
when she notes, “Children come to adopt beliefs about themselves within a 
broader cultural context...some East Asian cultures put more value on effort and 
persistence after failure…than Western European cultures” (Haimovitz and Dweck 
2017, 1855). 

Her work with incremental versus innate conceptions of intelligence is useful in 
itself, but here its importance is as one model of the way that cultures (be they 
ethnic or denominational – or even congregational or familial “micro-cultures”) 
share beliefs about education that can foster or hinder its attainment. Within 
one congregation that I observed in Eastern Europe, the pastor explained that it 
was a dramatic shift for him to empower women to pursue their own vocational 
development rather than simply serve in the ministries that most needed help, as 
his predecessor had done. These gifted young women lacked belief in their talents 
as developable entities and consequently did not seek out training. 

Shared Narratives Regarding Education as Dangerous Endeavor

While the stated value of every culture is that education is valuable, lurking 
beneath that veneer may be implicit narratives of education as a threat. 

First, communities suspect, sometimes from painful experience, that newly trained 
leaders may threaten the community’s identity and stability. At a fundamental 
level, education prepares learners to ask questions. Down in the trenches, leaders 
just fight on, but up on the plateau, they get a chance to consider strategies, 
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notice the faultiness of current weaponry, and weigh the costs of continuing to 
do things the way they have always been done. But cultures differ in their level 
of openness to questioning the status quo. For example, while a missionary in 
Kazakhstan, Dr. Erik Aasland was intrigued by the reluctance of the 
Soviet-influenced generation to interact critically in training sessions, which 
contrasted with the openness of those more rooted in Kazakh culture. He 
analyzed Kazakh and Russian folktales and found that in Russian ones, people 
who asked questions often got executed. In Kazakh ones, people who asked 
questions received a blessing (Aasland 2019). This is but one example of how a 
culture’s narratives can support the process of education or suppress and even 
thwart it.  

Second, communities may fear a loss of honor for senior leadership as young 
leaders return with fresh ideas. Congregational cultures that value unfailing 
respect for senior leadership can impede the flourishing of a learning culture, as 
the social cost of questioning one’s elders in those settings climbs precipitously. 
Dr. Siew Pik Lim describes this dynamic in high-control church leadership settings: 
“The mere act of questioning or diverging takes incredible courage, and signifies 
that the relationship between leader and follower has been strained” (Lim 2014, 
111). The newly-trained leader, abuzz with a new set of categories, perspectives, 
and questions, presents a threat to the community’s hierarchy, just as young 
Moses did to the Israelites. 

Sadly, though, sometimes the blame lies with the pride or poor articulation skills 
of the overzealous young leader, as when young Joseph’s arrogance earned him 
his brothers’ scorn. The leader may also return with a highly-trained head and a 
(seemingly) dampened passion for the Gospel. This is a fear articulated in many 
Evangelical and Pentecostal circles when they contemplate sending their most 
gifted leaders away for higher education. 

Third, the community may (sometimes rightly) harbor fear of the changes the 
newly trained leader may suggest. To adapt Steven Covey’s now-dated analogy 
of investment in one’s education as “sharpening the saw,” leaders whose homes 
are settings of scarcity leave the forest with a dull hacksaw and come back with 
a chainsaw. They bring it back with high hopes that their fellow loggers will love 
it, but more often than not, its sound alone is terrifying. It threatens comfortable, 
if less effective, ways of doing things. Used poorly, it could even cause real harm, 
and it may not be appropriate for the context. Whenever a community sends a 
gifted leader elsewhere to gain new tools and perspectives, that community is 
taking risks, as is the emerging leader. All the stakeholders must name those risks 
at the outset, commit fiercely to the leader they are sending, and prepare for some 
inevitable turbulence upon his or her return. 
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Shared Narratives Regarding Honor 

Highly egalitarian, individualistic Western cultures have much to learn from the 
gracious practices of honoring elders and leaders that prevail in more collectivist 
cultures. But that emphasis on honor can create difficult and conflicting dynamics 
for young Majority World leaders seeking development outside their cultures. 
Sometimes, the scarcity of honor felt by elder leaders is transferred down to 
emerging leaders. The above-mentioned Central American student whose pastor 
resented his pursuit of theological education is not alone. One would hope that 
congregations and organizations would be delighted to have their leaders as 
well-trained as possible, but in fact, communities sabotage that process for all 
sorts of reasons. Older leaders often feel threatened by younger leaders with more 
education. They may also resent that this generation of leaders is not enduring 
the suffering they did. They may fear the disruptive ideas they will bring. At the 
deepest level, they may fear being replaced or shown to be deficient, thus losing 
honor and status. Younger leaders must behave with humility and gracious, 
intentional honor in order to quell these fears. 

On the other hand, sometimes we see senior leaders cutting a wake in this area, 
sharing and multiplying honor. These gracious leaders speak and act with rare 
magnanimity in order to create a culture where development can flourish. I think of 
a pastor I met in Nepal who was pursuing a BA in Bible. His daughter had attained 
a college degree elsewhere and was in my class, pursuing an MDiv. He would 
likely never get an MDiv., but his eyes shone with pride as he stood beside his 
daughter and they told their story together. He models a capacity to celebrate and 
nurture the gifts of those who will replace him. He gains honor in her success. 

Sadly, communities more commonly suppress the younger generation so as not 
to dishonor the older. Seminaries and other training programs usually do not 
prepare young leaders to navigate the path of honor with patience and wisdom. 
They too often load young leaders with concepts and vision without concomitant 
formation of character in humility. Thus, young leaders’ congregations reject 
both them and their new ideas. A trainer in Kazakhstan reflected, “We selected 
leaders to train who were too young – they did not have the status of a leader in 
their communities. In Kazakhstan, a leader’s highest stage begins at 40.” This 
reflection is somewhat at odds with that of a Langham Preaching trainer who 
lamented that pastors over forty were unlikely to seek out or persist in their 
lengthy training process. In either case, dynamics of power, rank, age, and 
education level can impede excellence in ministry. All involved must learn the 
delicate dance of honor – of offering and receiving gifts in love – that must happen 
if newly-trained leaders are to benefit the Church.
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On the other hand, sometimes the community’s honor is too bound up in the one 
person being sent for training. They represent the best of that community, and the 
pressure on them not to fail, and indeed to excel, is immense. An educator taught 
a course in the fall of 2019 at a Majority World seminary. Its denomination had paid 
for each region of that very poor country to send one student to his course and 
then to several subsequent ones. Two students had clearly earned failing grades, 
but the dean beseeched him to pass them. The dean explained, “If you fail that 
student, you are failing the bishop of that region who nominated him, and he will 
no longer send students to our school” (Phiffer-Houseman 2019).

Loss of Position: Challenges to Career

Those who pursue education incur a set of immediate losses, especially 
displacement from loved ones and the comfort and familiarity of home. But 
another significant potential loss is their loss of the place within organizations in 
which they may have been deeply embedded. A leader in a large Majority World 
Evangelical ministry narrated the risk of loss he felt as he pondered advanced 
training. If he removed himself from the organization, he would lose his place on 
the ladder for promotion. In a young organization with rapid turnover, he would 
quickly lose his relational currency – that stash of trust and authority that is only 
accumulated face-to-face in real time. “I had to lose my identity within my 
organization,” he said. “It was a risk to leave, because I was at the helm of the 
ship.” The task before him seemed urgent; time away seemed far too costly. Yet he 
ultimately risked his present security for a hoped-for gain in long-term leadership 
capacity. That risk has borne fruit one hundredfold, as his reflection makes clear: 

It expanded my horizons – before, I was constantly comparing myself and my 
organization to the one organization I’d worked for previously – that was the 
extent of my horizon. Blind spots were never challenged. I never thought of 
a new way of doing things beyond what had always been done. Time away 
let me look back at my organization and culture from a distance. Getting new 
content, tools, resources, perspectives, and processing, and a new set of 
questions to ask, gave me so many new angles. Hearing others’ stories was 
also crucial. It opened my mind. (Rautmanis 2019)

Clearly, increasing the capacity of gifted leaders like this man carries tremendous 
benefit. Education allows such leaders to reflect and gain new tools. A season of 
training can be a life-giving antidote to burnout for a battle-weary leader; upon his 
or her return, it can breathe fresh life into an entire organization. 
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Loss of Home: Challenges from Cultural Hybridity

However, even among equally gifted leaders, not all will pursue education, and 
not all who pursue it will persist at it enough to complete a program. Leaders who 
pursue higher education face culture clashes as another barrier to persistence and 
thriving. Some leaders can make the move away from their culture of origin but do 
not successfully make the move back. They have glimpsed a vision of better ways 
but struggle to translate that vision into their context. To be clear, this article does 
not at all assume that those better ways are being practiced in more developed 
countries, simply that they may be eloquently articulated as aspirations in books 
and lectures. This gap between vision and reality causes a tension that can lead to 
impatience with one’s national culture. Returning leaders in this situation may feel 
like the magi described poignantly in T.S. Eliot’s poem. Upon their post-epiphany 
return, they lament, 

We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,
 With an alien people, clutching their gods. (Eliot 1974)

This is not cited to imply that a visit to a more developed country is akin to a 
sighting of the Messiah. It simply captures well the poignancy of no longer feeling 
at home in one’s homeland. In a similar vein, sociologists Ruth and John Useem 
first coined the term “Third Culture Kids” to describe children who have grown up 
in a culture other than the one suggested by their passport. Studies have shown 
that these children share a set of strengths and struggles. They are unusually 
resilient, flexible, curious, and intellectually agile. They can make relational 
connections quickly. Yet they can struggle to form deep attachments, and they 
wrestle with feelings of rootlessness and restlessness (Mayberry 2016). 

Interestingly, these very qualities are some of the ones that can predispose a 
leader to leave the “local battle,” to return to the imagery of Psalm 25, and seek 
out a new land, a plateau on which to grow. But that very season of learning and 
reflection imprints them even further with some of the challenging traits of 
belonging “everywhere and nowhere.” The “third culture” for these leaders 
becomes the vision of God’s Kingdom that exists only in glimpses, foretastes, and 
hopes. Their challenge is to live within the tension of multiple cultures with agility 
and grace. 

Sociologists and others have popularized the related term, cultural hybridity, to 
refer to the fusion of cultures that emerges through encounters across and 
between cultures. The Oxford Dictionary of Sociology notes, “The most 
developed theorization of hybridity by Homi Bhabha (The Location of Culture, 
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1994) does not consider it as merely fusing existing cultural elements. Rather, 
hybridity refers to the process of the emergence of a culture, in which its elements 
are being continually transformed or translated through irrepressible encounters” 
(Oxford Dictionary of Sociology 2020). Emerging leaders who make the sacrificial 
choice to explore new paradigms and strategies will return different, and this 
difference will sometimes be a source of inward pain. They will need to endure 
being misunderstood in both settings, and the work of contextualization will take 
great effort at times. Yet the potential gain for the Global Church in deepened 
vision, clarified strategy, and galvanized hope is immense. 

Tailwinds: Traits of Successful 
Leaders

This article has explored barriers to emerging leaders’ education – scarcities, 
cultural narratives, and losses. Those are the prevailing headwinds. Can we 
identify some of the tailwinds that propel the journey forward, predictors of 
success in theological education? The article will name five key characteristics: 
desire, curiosity, resilience, agency, and vision. This article argues that it is as 
important to assess the health and vitality of sending communities as it is to 
assess the giftedness of individuals when discerning the likelihood of a given 
leader to thrive in higher education. It may be as crucial to discern underlying 
shared beliefs that shape learning as it is to see a GPA or test result. The 
following, then, are traits that will support individuals who embark on the 
journey of theological education and the communities that send and receive them.

Desire 

C.S. Lewis was right – leaders must want education badly enough to pay a high 
price for it. They must be ravenously hungry for more and better for themselves 
and for their organizations. That holy ambition may be enough to catapult them 
into a new setting, but it must then become a disciplined desire that motivates 
them to guard their time and manage limited resources well so as to protect 
that investment. This capacity has a communal dimension: sheer determination
 is honed when it becomes shared desire. Successful students always have 
strong relational support, a team that values and guards their investment 
alongside them. It is hard to sustain desire in isolation when the inevitable 
setbacks come. A community that desires alongside these learners creates an 
ecosystem in which they can thrive. A seminary student I know who sought out 
strong involvement in a church small group from week one of his education found 
that when a number of challenges hit, to the point where he considered quitting, 
this group rallied around him with resources he had not known existed, tapping 
into funding, housing, and emotional support that pulled him through that hard 
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season and enabled him to persevere. 

Curiosity 

Scrappy leaders are always asking, “Is there another way we could be doing this?” 
They are aware that there is much more to learn than they have learned. They 
possess an inner dissatisfaction with the status quo that makes them wonder if 
there is a better way. Curiosity is usually rooted in humility, which breeds the 
capacity to learn from others. Teachers can nurture curiosity about new models 
while guiding students to continue to honor the strengths of their context rather 
than abandoning it dismissively. Congregations that allow questions to be asked 
at every level of faith development and of organizational decision-making will 
foster curiosity in their emerging leaders. 

Resilience

Every leader will hit setbacks; some will press through them. A promising 
Majority World student came to Fuller Theological Seminary in the fall of 2017 
ready to plunge into a full course load, only to learn that his English score 
indicated he would need a remedial quarter to get his English writing and reading 
retention skills up to speed. He was initially deeply discouraged about this and 
tempted to be defensive and impatient with this requirement. Yet he ultimately 
chose to embrace this setback as part of God’s path for him and persevered. Tests 
like these can prematurely end the process for some, sadly, so finding ways to 
assess resilience and increase likelihood to persist is an ongoing challenge for 
organizations of higher education.  Trauma endured can reduce resilience 
capacities, so it is important for those of us who walk alongside these learners 
to know their stories and know what extra support they will need to weather the 
inevitable setbacks they will face. Here again, community is crucial. The Langham 
trainer interviewed for this article stressed the power of relational cohorts for 
helping new leaders persevere through their training (Orjuela 2019).

Agency

Successful intercultural learners come with a solid foundation as practical 
theologians and seasoned leaders in their own contexts. They are not empty 
receptacles of ideas; rather, they bring the capacity to interact critically and 
creatively with new ideas. They have sufficiently strong personalities to push back 
against new concepts rather than just receiving them. They can grasp a model 
conceptually and then test it against practices in their own culture, often 
emerging with a synthesized, hybrid new model or practice that can transplant 
well into their own context. Teachers in those moments must avoid the “bank 
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transfer” model of education, where they are merely depositing Western 
paradigms into Majority World minds. Rather, skilled educators will foster 
interactive settings in which students can bring the strengths of many models into 
critical and generative conversation. 

Vision 

A trainer of Majority World leaders lamented the scarcity mentality among 
pastors in his region. Because of this mentality, leaders had trouble getting off 
what he called the “hamster wheel” of pressing ministry demands and committing 
to long-term training. This is not cause for judgment but for awe at some leaders’ 
remarkable capacity to lift their heads above the fray enough to pursue 
development. It highlights as well the need for intentional mentoring, for 
educators who have a vision beyond what a leader may have for him or herself. 
Just as the leader mentioned above reflected that further training would never 
have occurred to him, many leaders will need a sponsor who can envision a path 
s/he cannot imagine. Vision is not only located within an aspiring individual, 
though. It can often be a gift given by a discerning community to an individual. 
That leader could have had a fine, faithful, local ministry for decades, but he may 
in the future influence hundreds of key leaders across countries with the tools he 
gained from stepping away and investing in his own development. 

Conclusions

At this writing, the landscape of education is undergoing a dramatic and 
unprecedented shift thanks to the COVID-19 pandemic. International travel has 
nearly ground to a halt, many physical classrooms have moved online, and 
economies that funded global scholarship have suffered. This may be an 
opportunity for rethinking how education is done, and it may yield exciting new 
access to education for many more leaders. More and more students may find 
that they can study online, without having to leave their ministries and cultures. 
However, many will still choose to pursue education in a cross-cultural context. 
The following recommendations can improve the chances of success for those who 
do.

First, the potential student should undertake a clear-eyed assessment of his or 
her capacity. Too often, intelligence alone is evaluated, whereas the much more 
crucial factor may be the ability to guard and devote time to the endeavor. Other 
evaluative tools, such as a StrengthsFinder test or a Five-Factor assessment, which 
evaluate levels of openness to new ideas, could predict a student’s ability to 
interact fruitfully with fresh paradigms (Rath 2007). 
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Second, students must cultivate strong ownership from their sending community. 
Even small financial contributions can make the local congregation or parachurch 
organization an active stakeholder in the endeavor, as can regular prayer and 
regular communication. A visionary, dedicated senior leader in the sending 
community will keep that mindset alive at home. 

Third, students must seek to enter the “land of their sojourn” as strong 
networkers, confident that they bring gifts to the seminaries, churches, and 
residences they join. Yet they also need to be able to ask for the help they need. 
Students who can share their struggles and seek help will find themselves able to 
thrive.  

Fourth, they must maintain a long-term perspective, especially during the setbacks 
that come early in the process. I have counseled several international students 
who hit unanticipated barriers that they perceived to be insurmountable. One 
particularly discouraged student on the verge or returning home said, “I guess this 
is just a story that is going to end badly.” I countered, “This is only the first 
chapter!” He has gone on to thrive as an outstanding Ph.D. student and will 
undoubtedly be a key leader in his country for decades to come. Faculty who can 
offer such encouragement and back it up with concrete expressions of help can 
make the difference between success and failure for students. 

Psalm 25 closes with a terse, poignant cry: “Redeem Israel, O God, from all its 
troubles.” That is the cry of a leader who loves Christ’s people deeply and sees 
their plight with clarity and compassion. The goal of theological education is not 
training for the leader’s sake alone but for the sake of the Church. Through 
theological education, leaders should grow in deep love for their nation and for 
the people of God in that nation. They should develop a heart that cries out to 
God for redemption. Whether intentional investment involves travel to a distant 
land, online coursework, or accessing local informal education, it is costly but well 
worth doing. A deeper awareness of the headwinds new leaders face and the traits 
that will give them tailwinds for flourishing can enable those of us who champion 
their development to do so with greater wisdom and love. 
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The Impact of COVID-19  on
Seminaries in Northern Nigeria

Dauda Gava
Kulp Theological Seminary

Directive to Close Schools

The first case of COVID-19 in Nigeria was announced on February 29, 2020. On 
March 19, 2020, the Federal Ministry of Education closed schools. As of August 5, 
2020, Nigerian schools are still closed, with the exception of students taking final 
year examinations. Now, Nigerian schools are trying to decide how to continue to 
educate (Sibisi 2020). Unlike public institutions that are sponsored by the 
government and private universities that have many donors – both of which can 
move their classes online – most seminary faculty and students, especially in 
Northern Nigeria, are still waiting at home. In Northern Nigeria alone, this 
situation impacts over 20 seminaries with approximately 14, 000 students.

E-Learning Recommendations

Seminaries might seek guidance from UNESCO, “COVID-19: 10 Recommendations 
to plan distance learning solutions,” which suggests that schools

• Assess the capabilities of students, teachers, and infrastructure to adopt 
high-technology and low-technology solutions. 

• Explore options for distance learning, including virtual lessons, 
downloadable lessons, Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), ZOOM, 
mobile-phone and social media blasts, accessible material readers, radio, 
and television.

• Train teachers to instruct students through distance learning tools.
• Appreciate that distance learning is not interactive and work within that 

framework. 

• Blend approaches and limit the number of applications and platforms. 

• Emphasize tools that are compatible with smartphones, which are more 
common.

• Engage in agreements with telecom providers to lower the cost of 
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accessing resources. 

• Create support communities among teachers and students to 

cross-reference questions. 

• Ensure accessibility for students with disabilities.

The tips that do not rely on the internet could be followed; however, anything that 
requires internet access cannot be adopted by most Northern Nigerian seminaries. 

Challenges

Even for schools around the world that successfully moved online, the 
temporary cessation of face-to-face activities was a huge disruptor (Friedman, 
Hurley, Fishman 2020). This disruption is even more serious in Northern Nigeria, 
which does not have reliable electricity, internet, or phone networks. Furthermore, 
most Northern Nigerian seminaries focus closely on forming pastors. Such 
formation occurs both within and outside the seminary, as students and faculty 
share life (Uchem, 2002, 2). Our classes are face-to-face. Everyone has to be on 
campus. Online education may be suitable for content-heavy courses that 
emphasize intellectual formation, but many in our seminaries wonder whether 
spiritual formation can be addressed without face-to-face discipleship. In our 
context, distance learning often becomes purely an intellectual exercise, with little 
opportunity for reflection. Basic intellectual development without accompanying 
spiritual maturity is already a problem at some seminaries, where students are 
expected to ingest and regurgitate material (Uchem, 2002, 8). Thus, especially in 
online environments, students do not have opportunities to question, be 
convicted, and grow. Even those involved in successful online programs 
acknowledge the hurdles to this kind of soul formation, which is vital if new 
pastors are to minister to spiritual needs (Brown 2016). 

Beyond this spiritual question, seminaries in Northern Nigeria face the following 
challenges.

Funding: Most seminaries in Northern Nigeria are not adequately funded in normal 
times. Now, tuition fees collected in the spring of 2020 have been exhausted. 
Students cannot be asked to make further payments when they are not in classes. 
Denominations might try to help seminaries absorb the shock of COVID-19, but 
most congregations themselves are struggling to pay their pastors. Because 
Sunday worship services are permitted but with tightly restricted numbers, 
pastors (and seminaries) have no regular income from offerings. Therefore, 
seminaries are at the mercy of individual givers. Exacerbating this situation, the 
measures necessary to contain the virus have triggered an economic downturn, 
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endangering students’ ability to pay tuition in the future and congregations’ and 
individual donors’ ability to give (Adrian and Natalucci, 2020). 

Internet Access: Many seminaries do not have money to buy infrastructure or 
hire personnel to help them go online. For seminaries without regular electricity 
or telephone services, purchasing laptops, routers, or bandwidth is not even an 
option. 

Faculty & Staff: Faculty struggle to teach from home because they do not own 
adequate technology. Many seminaries are laying off these faculty because 
they cannot afford to pay them. The situation of non-teaching staff is equally 
endangered. Furthermore, faculty who are still employed are being expected to 
educate online, though they do not know how to use available tools. Even worse, 
the few faculty who do have technological expertise are being asked to address 
technical difficulties while managing their own teaching.

Students: Most students had to return home when seminaries closed and often 
exhausted their income on travel. Some could not afford to return home; they 
have now exhausted their resources. Seminary closures have created tensions 
because many families, especially in rural areas, did not understand why 
seminaries closed. They had struggled to get the money for school fees in the first 
place and are now frustrated when students return without a complete academic 
year to show for that money. At home, some students have no way to support 
themselves. In addition, in the few places where students can access online 
education, seminaries may be asking them to keep studying, forcing them to adapt 
to new learning methods.

In addition to these issues, students face the discouragement and uncertainty of 
disrupted careers. Final-year students are stranded without an official degree and 
unable to find a job that would support them. Most seminaries cannot conduct 
examinations – a particular problem in rural areas, across which students are 
widely scattered. Furthermore, students face uncertainty about when any normal 
schooling can resume. Closures of seminaries and of the economy mean that some 
students may never finish their degrees. Many Northern Nigerian pastors are close 
to retirement, so if these problems are not addressed, some churches will not have 
pastors.



November 2020

48

The Way Forward

Seminaries need to find solutions so that they can continue to educate during the 
pandemic and provide pastors for the Church.

Funding: Institutions should consider asking donors who have made restricted 
gifts in the past to release these restrictions. That way, funds can go to areas of 
immediate institutional need.

Internet Access: Seminaries should seek NGOs that can help them reach rural 
areas with internet. They should request free access to journals and electronic 
textbooks from academic publishers. If students can access these resources, their 
studies may not be as drastically affected (though they may still complain about 
paying for data to download material).

Faculty & Staff: Seminaries should think creatively about encouraging faculty. 
Faculty should collaborate to focus on final-year students or others in tenuous 
situations and to troubleshoot online platforms where those are available (rather 
than one person bearing the whole load).

Students: Seminaries should explore using WhatsApp, Facebook, and Twitter to 
contact students in rural areas that have telecommunications access. Faculty could 
organize one-on-one lessons via phone calls, or they could email assignments. 
Students who do not have computers or consistent access to networks could 
download resources to phones. Some phones can support apps offline, and they 
are easy to carry, cheap, and do not use as much power as laptops. 

Long-term, seminaries need to think about building robust donor bases. They also 
need to find ways to gain consistent access to water and electricity, especially in 
rural areas. 

Conclusion

The whole community – faculty, staff, students, churches, denominations, NGOs, 
even the government – can help Northern Nigerian seminaries address these 
challenges. If seminaries survive, they will emerge from the pandemic stronger, 

equipped to meet future crises. 
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When Disaster Strikes: 
Processing the Pandemic’s 

Psychological Impact

Athena E. Gorospe
Asian Theological Seminary

When the Philippine government announced a comprehensive lockdown in metro 
Manila on March 16, including the cancellation of classes at all levels, Asian 
Theological Seminary (ATS) immediately shifted to online learning. Since ATS has 
been doing hybrid learning for some time, we thought that the full shift to online 
would not be too difficult. 

But the shift was easier said than done. Both students and faculty were impacted 
by the pandemic, much more than we realized at first. First, there were the 
technical issues. Some students have no or poor internet connection at home. 
Teachers had to go on a steep learning curve to figure out how to achieve our 
learning objectives in the new format. Second, there was the economic and 
practical impact. With church services cancelled and most people unable to work, 
there were no more love gifts and offerings to sustain church workers. Then, there 
were the practical details to take care of. Trying to organize life in drastically 
different and, frankly, scary circumstances took up much time, mental space, and 
effort.

But along with this is the psychological impact, so that both teachers and students 
were finding it hard to focus and were exhausted after internet class sessions. 
The tragedy of what is happening around the world, the grief for people dead and 
dying, the worry for relatives and friends near and far away, the uncertainty of it all 
were too much to bear. Some had panic and anxiety attacks. We looked to God and 
prayed, but the heaviness, restlessness, fear, and anxiety remained.

The fact is that we are not in a normal situation; we are in a disaster situation. In 
disaster situations, we are thrown out of familiar daily routines into vulnerability. 
And it is important for us to process this change; otherwise, the disaster will have 
long-term traumatic effects. 

This brings to mind the project that ATS initiated several years ago among the 
victims of Typhoon Yolanda (Haiyan). 66 trained faculty, staff, students, and 
alumni were sent to several disaster areas to provide psycho-spiritual support. 
As Dr. Annabel Manalo, one of my colleagues, trauma specialist, and chair of our 
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counseling faculty, said, “Psychological first aid is most important in the 
immediate aftermath of disaster when the usual protective support structures in 
the community have been temporarily immobilized.” 
 
In the sessions conducted in groups in the aftermath of Yolanda, we asked people 
individually to relate the story of their experience and encouraged them to 
express its physical, emotional, relational, spiritual, and mental effects. Then we 
provided teaching on the traumatic effects of disaster and some techniques on 
how to cope. We ended by exploring with the group sources of strength and hope 
so that they can move forward. Many mentioned prayer, being with a group and 
facing challenges together, doing things to improve the community’s welfare, and 
getting back to some routines of daily life. 

Recognizing belatedly that we are in a similar situation of disaster, in which we 
ourselves are the victims, the ATS faculty first shared our stories and our students’ 
stories through email and then through video conferencing. Faculty commented as 
follows: 

• “My anxiety level has been raised to an all-time high. I catch my jaw taut 
and my stomach tense.”  

• “Initially, I was ok, but… I found myself having anxiety attacks. 
Sometimes, I am unable to even get up from bed.” 

• “I cannot help but be anxious about myself, sometimes becoming 
paranoid (if I sneeze and experience an itchy throat I have this morbid 
feeling that I may have caught the virus).” 

• “Our normal routine is disrupted and, to be honest, we are lost and 
disoriented as to how we should proceed with life.” 

Similarly, some of our students, those who are more prone to stress, anxiety, 
and depression, saw a worsening of their mental health issues. It is important to 
validate these feelings and not challenge or interrupt while these effects are being 
shared. As we pointed out to the Yolanda survivors, the physical and emotional 
manifestations of stress are natural responses to disaster.

But after sharing our stories and validating each other’s experiences, we needed to 
look at what resources were available for coping with the crisis. Many of us felt the 
need for a pause, so that we could, as Dr. Annabel put it, have “the space to reflect 
on the meaning of this crisis event from the faith perspective and listen to God’s 
invitation for us as a faith community.” Thus, I used the break during Holy Week to 
reflect on what Scripture has to say about the current crisis and also to talk to my 
students individually through an audio call – listening to their concerns, helping 
them process their experiences, and praying for them. It is important for all of us 
to come to terms with the fact that things have changed. There are things we need 
to let go and grieve about so that we can be open to new possibilities.
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Praying for each other and not just on our own became central as we poured out 
our hearts to God. Our chaplain started a 12-hour prayer chain, periodic times 
of prayer, and a weekly list of prayer items. ATS posted scriptural reflections 
written by faculty three to four times a week, which helped to give insight for 
our experiences. Slowly, we went back to a routine of faculty meetings every two 
weeks, weekly online class sessions but with time given to share how students 
are doing, regular times for the spiritual disciplines and house chores, and 
new processes for doing administrative work online. Because of the increased 
isolation, it became important to continue sharing life together, and this happened 
through social media group chats in which prayer requests, announcements, and 
issues that need attention are regularly posted. These group chats, however, are 
only as effective as they represent the actual physical life of the community before 
the disaster. Without a strong community life beforehand, it is difficult to maintain 
an online presence. 

In a time of great insecurity, it is easy to become inward-focused and just think 
of one’s personal needs and those of one’s family. While disasters lead to an 
inwardly focus, this should only be a temporary phase. A key part of the 
normalization process, a key coping resource, is reaching out to others who are 
in a similar situation or greater need. At ATS, we realized the importance of not 
being paralyzed, even as we ourselves face a financial deficit, severe limitations in 
getting work done, and the challenge of securing ourselves and our families as the 
virus continues to spread. Thus, we initiated the ATS Love Thy Neighbor campaign 
– to be a neighbor to the vulnerable other. In this case, we focused on Persons 
Deprived of Liberty and frontliners at the overcrowded city jail where there was 
a COVID outbreak. Our whole community of faculty, staff, students, and alumni 
came together to donate supplies that would help mitigate the virus’s effects and 
encourage jail inmates and frontliners.

We still face many challenges, such as inability to focus, great financial need 
both for ATS and individual members of the community, lack of online resources, 
technological difficulties, the sameness of everyday life, and the blurring of 
boundaries between work and personal/family life due to the pervasive and 
prolonged use of online platforms. However, recognizing what is happening and 
intentionally learning together how to deal with this disaster has helped our 
community. We learned during this pandemic that creating safe spaces for 
processing the disaster experience, providing support structures, adjusting 
routines to the new situation, and reaching out to others are helpful ways of 
moving forward.
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The Other Side of COVID-19: 
Learning Lessons from the 

Pandemic at Shalom 
Bible Seminary

Sanyu Iralu
Shalom Bible Seminary

The COVID-19 pandemic hit India near the end of our academic session. India’s 
sudden lockdown struck Shalom Bible Seminary like a lightning bolt: With few 
hours to spare, we sent our students scrambling for state and international 
borders that were soon to close. After great difficulty, they reached home. Safety, 
looking out for one another’s welfare, and trusting our students into God’s able 
hands have new meaning for us after this experience.

“We will wait for normalcy to return,” we thought, to conduct final exams for 
graduates and entrance exams for new candidates. When that did not happen, we 
resorted to open-book exams. Everything went well. The three finishing groups 
have “graduated” without a graduation service. For the first time, we outsourced 
our entrance exams, asking local pastors and alumni to help conduct the exams 
wherever they were. Candidates were interviewed via Zoom. This process resulted 
in our highest enrollment ever.

Very soon, we had to prepare to teach online, a new idea. Fortunately, many of 
our techno-savvy colleagues helped set us up; the ICETE academy courses were a 
treasure trove of resources; ATA and ScholarLeaders, among others, supported us. 
The efforts have paid off handsomely: Our students are enjoying the novelty, and 
teachers have taken to the new mode with gusto. Overall, despite drastic changes 
in the rhythm of life on our campus, Shalom has seen many opportunities during 
the pandemic that will shape life in the “new normal.” 

The Shocks
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The pandemic has awakened us to new questions. Christian ministry needs to 
be given a facelift. How? Our cover has been blown in terms of the need for 
innovation: When churches get locked down, how should pastors use technology 
to continue to feed their flocks? And in terms of the need for pointed spiritual 
guidance: When over-zealous charismatics have taunted the sensible that God 
will protect his own and that it is fine to continue to gather in large groups, what 
should believers do? And in terms of recourse to online teaching: When seminaries 
cannot pursue normal operations, how are they to maintain academic and spiritual 
formation and integrity?

With the world tottering on the brink of disaster, these issues and many others 
call Christians to alleviate the suffering besetting societies worldwide. For those 
of us in theological education in particular, to fail to act during such a crisis would 
be to renege on our call to serve God and his people, which is the direct domain 
of theology. Therefore, we must consider: What is God doing in the world today? 
What is God prompting us to do? How is the Church responding in the present 
crisis? In answering these questions, our vocation is put into proper perspective.

New Questions

New Opportunities to Serve

Below are a few examples of practical ways that Shalom Bible Seminary and 
its community in Nagaland sought to address these questions and God’s call to 
service. All these examples highlight how the Church, propelled by theology, can 
extend God’s love and mercy through timely demonstrations of compassion. 
Many seminaries around the world took similar steps as they addressed the global 
suffering created by the pandemic.

1. Online worship: The pandemic restricted church gatherings. Alert 
pastors improvised other modes of worship, live-streaming sermons 
online. Likewise, the youth, children’s, and women’s programs at many 
churches offered material online for each of these groups. This exercise 
pushed us to become innovative in video and audio productions in ways 
that we would not have learned without the pandemic. 

2. Online counseling: The need for Christian ministers to give counseling 
grew as lockdowns wore on. Pastors offered their services on social 
media to diffuse fear and depression. Collaborating with NGOs to set up 
telephone help-lines, Shalom faculty and staff coordinated counselling 
for people returning to Nagaland from India’s major cities, many of whom 
had suddenly lost jobs and endured difficult travel to reach home. We also 
guided our students to reach out to their peers using technology.

In
Si

gh
ts

 Jo
ur

na
l

Vo
l. 

6 
  N

o.
 1



November 2020

56

3. Distanced ceremonies: The pandemic restricted big social events in 
Nagaland. Normally, weddings, baptisms, and funerals are huge social 
gatherings. So pastors performed weddings, baptisms, and funerals with 
social distancing. I had the privilege of baptizing 8 teenagers from my 
local church in a flowing stream using masks, sanitizer, and gloves. 

4. Global fellowship: International organizations like ICETE, ATA, WEA, 
Lausanne Movement, ScholarLeaders, and others provided comfort to 
the weary and disheartened. They organized global virtual prayer 
meetings, live chats, and webinars for those new to online teaching 
(Shalom’s faculty participated in all these opportunities). Hungry 
Christians, isolated in their homes and wanting to know God’s Word 
better, eagerly absorbed online resources – Bible study materials, 
leadership/parenting seminars, and children’s entertainment. Shalom’s 
faculty volunteered their services for counselling and prayer on Facebook 
and WhatsApp.  

5. Frontline humanitarian aid: Early in the pandemic, governments were 
caught off-guard. However, individuals, village councils, youth 
organizations, NGOs, and churches distributed essential goods. 
Shalom helped our Muslim construction foreman with financial aid for 
his wife’s operation. We also donated food to the poorer sections of our 
neighborhood and to the quarantine center in our town. Women stitched 
thousands of masks and other pieces of PPE for free for hospitals and 
offices. 

6. Quarantine centers: India’s national government sent everyone home 
from large cities and required that local governments quarantine these 
returnees. However, local government resources to house those who had 
to be quarantined soon wore thin. Thus, many churches and volunteer 
organizations stepped in to house or cook for those in quarantine. Our 
partner, Oriental Theological Seminary, opened their campus as a 
quarantine facility. Our own commmunity gave substantial donations 
toward the upkeep of several quarantine centers. 

New Lessons for the Future

1. We learned that God is on the throne and that he is among his people. 
God’s people need to trust his sovereignty more. As they learn to trust him 
more, they learn to love one another more. Because some of 
Shalom’s staff are not conversant in English, and because our Sunday 
vesper services were cancelled, we had to share the Word of God in 
our online videos in a pidgin dialect known as Nagamese. This way, we 
continued to encourage one another. At the right time, God also nudged 
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us to pool our resources to plan online teaching schedules that have 
worked well. Indeed, the Shalom community grew closer through this 
crisis. 

2. We learned new ways to find basic resources. Lockdown restricted 
procuring regular food, so members of the Shalom community foraged 
in the jungle for edible vegetables, roots, and herbs. As part of our normal 
practice, we already operated a piggery, poultry, and vegetable garden. 
These resources helped to sustain us during lockdown. When the rains 
began, faculty and staff tilled our seminary garden and harvested 
beans, maize, pumpkins, potatoes, tomatoes, leeks, pears, pineapples, 
mangoes, plums, lemons, pomegranates, and peaches. The jungle’s 
bounty and our own agriculture opened our eyes to the richness of God 
that is available around us.

3. We learned to tap into latent skills to keep construction projects 
moving forward. Lockdowns prevented construction workers from 
coming to campus for ongoing building projects. We were in the midst of 
completing a 3-storey building crucial to the launching of our M. Th 
program this year. Our own staff – skilled in plumbing, carpentry, masonry, 
and painting – pitched in to enable us to keep up with deadlines. 

4. We learned to use technology to maintain faculty development. Because 
of the pandemic, several of our lecturers who were working on PhDs 
could not proceed. Some, who had planned overseas studies, could not 
travel. They found consolation in online classes and seminars. Some of 
our faculty collaborated with other researchers in Northeastern India to 
devise a webinar, “Christianity, Ethnicity and Cultural Identity in Northeast 
India: A Research Project.” Through this project, researchers from tribal 
Nagaland and Mizoram shared their work.

The Other Side of COVID-19: 
Life and Hope

For now, our campus is eerily silent. The loud banter of students and faculty is 
gone. While still hoping that we might be able to convene our second semester 
in person by the end of November, we know that may not happen, as reports of a 
fresh virus spike portend new lockdowns. 

But I wonder whether God might have brought about the pandemic to revitalize 
our community. He has led us in totally new directions to capitalize on our 
resources, to bank on the support of well-wishers, to trust him, and to walk on. 
God helping us, we have weathered the pandemic storm for over seven months 
now. Even if we have to continue online teaching, we now have rich experiences 
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from which we can draw as we forge ahead, trusting God for sustenance. Our 
hearts are grateful, and our hope in the future is great. We thank God for leading 
us faithfully thus far. 

Dr. Sanyu Iralu

Dr. Sanyu Iralu is Principal of Shalom Bible Seminary, Kohima, Nagaland, India. He earned 
his PhD in New Testament from South Asia Institute of Advanced Christian Studies (India). 
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As the pandemic hit, the world focused on disruptions to healthcare, supply 
chains, and economics. Cultural disruptions have not received as much 
attention. During the pandemic, cultures dear to us have been dramatically 
altered. In eastern sub-Saharan Africa, my own context, the concept of ubuntu 
defines our communal way of life. Ubuntu is a Bantu term meaning “humanity to 
others” or “I am because we are.” It is anchored in the belief in a universal bond 
of sharing that connects all people. This African definition of community does not 
accommodate lockdowns, restricted movement, or social distancing. Physical 
interaction and participation in social activities define several African 
communities’ wellbeing. 

Like what happened during the 2014 Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa and the 
2009 H1NI flu pandemic in Malawi and Ghana, ethical questions arose this spring 
when the Kenyan Cabinet Secretary for Health invoked the Public Health Act and 
asked citizens to observe quarantine and to restrict movement as the only way to 
contain the novel coronavirus. People wondered how to put food on the table if 
they could not work or visit neighbors and relatives. More ethical concerns came 
up when the police imposed a curfew directive issued by the president of Kenya. 
At the Kenya Ferry, which is often congested with people crossing to and from 
Mombasa Island through the Indian Ocean, the police teargassed and beat a 
number of citizens for failing to be home on time. Such brutal acts were an 
antithesis to ubuntu, whose core emphasis is humanity, compassion, and social 
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responsibility (Sambala, Manderson, & Cooper, 2020).

Thus, the coronavirus forced us to stop shaking hands and to avoid regular 
communal gatherings. Reverend Canon Francis Omondi, writing about the Church 
in Kenya, observes that a crisis that locks the sanctuary and separates the clergy 
from the flock could dim the Church’s impact (Omondi, 2020). Because of 
governmental measures, families have been separated.

This massive cultural shift and other contemporary struggles call for a 
transformation of theological education (Kondyuk, 2020; Hunter, 2020). As the 
custodians of doctrine and practice, those in theological education must fulfill 
their mandate to demonstrate how the Gospel applies to crises in the Church and 
society. Three challenges to the Church in East Africa, especially in light of how the 
pandemic clashes with ubuntu, are: 

• Praxis: How does the Church work out her identity when members are 
separated from one another and from their buildings?

• Discipleship: How can the average Christian in Sub-Saharan Africa live 
a life of steadfast faith and vibrant devotion to God with church doors 
closed, limited movement, and little or complete lack of access to the 
internet?

• Engagement with government: How does the Church address government 
restrictions – varying lockdowns in Kenya and Tanzania, for instance? 
How do Christian citizens navigate the tension between responsibility to 
protect one another and duty to worship?

These three categories are traditional areas within theological education that need 
to be revised to make them relevant to unfolding challenges. They can be enriched 
with material from areas outside the traditional curricula. This essay suggests 
ways to integrate old and new material within the theological curricula so that 
seminaries can develop leaders holistically and increase the Church’s capacity to 
respond appropriately and immediately to emerging needs.

Praxis: Ministry, Evangelism, 
Finances and Psychology

Most obviously, inside the Church, COVID-19 necessitates a reevaluation of 
ministry practices – visitation, small groups, and others that require contact hours. 
Pastors need guidance for how to administer the Eucharist and baptism in a 
context of disease. Theological educators can suggest alternative but Biblically 
sound methodologies for ensuring that local church ministries remain vibrant 
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even outside the sanctuary. During the lockdown, for example, I administered the 
Eucharist virtually, and we prayed daily on WhatsApp. Only members with internet 
access could participate, however. Baptisms had to halt until it would be safe. 
Communication with members was confined to calling, chatting, and texting. 

Outside the Church, believers need flexible mission models that do not involve 
physical contact. During lockdown, we expressed the love of Christ to those 
outside our church by providing food and soap. But what does intensive 
evangelism looks like when people cannot sit down and reason together? People 
can use their phones for evangelism via video calls and chats; however, not all 
people are connected, and those who are connected face the challenge of loading 
their phones with airtime and bundles. Some churches own media stations that 
they continue to use for evangelism and discipleship, while others do not have 
such facilities. Another question that theological educators may seek to answer 
is how local congregations may participate more vibrantly in global missions 
because COVID-19 has reminded us that the mission of God is not confined within 
the four walls of the church building. All human beings everywhere need to 
experience the love of Christ. 

Beyond the core practices of ministry and missions, the Church must consider 
other areas affected by the pandemic, such as finances and psychological care. 
The pandemic has made painfully clear how essential these areas are to holistic 
congregational and individual well-being. 

In April 2020, the African Union projected a loss of twenty million jobs as a result 
of the pandemic (AfricaNews, 2020; MacSwan, 2020). The World Bank issued 
a warning that Sub-Saharan Africa will go into recession for the first time in 25 
years (MacSwan 2020). Kenya’s tourism industry is on a downward spiral, and its 
food security is seriously threatened. Church members are not exempt from this 
economic suffering. Many have lost their jobs, so their churches will lose revenue 
from gifts. (Most Sub-Saharan African churches depend on offerings as their only 
source of income. Only a few churches can do regular capital budgeting because 
offerings are irregular.) Even those members who could still tithe could not attend 
the worship services at which they would normally give because of indefinite 
suspension of those services. 

Thus, churches face uncertainty about paying bills and staff salaries, and this 
uncertainty trickles down to seminaries, as church giving to seminaries may stop. 
Most seminary students depend on local churches to pay their seminary tuition, 
though some seminaries and individual students or staff may receive support from 
overseas. One theological educator posted on social media that they had to halt 
their studies indefinitely because their seminary coffers were running dry. 
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It is important for theological educators in Kenya and beyond to guide churches 
and seminaries to consider how they can generate third stream income 
creatively to enable them to stay afloat during global crises (Hunter, 2020). 
Christians who have been laid off need counsel on how to make ends meet. 
Pastors, missionaries, and other Christian workers who are going without 
support need ideas for managing what little they do have and their personal or 
congregational debts. Entrepreneurship, financial management, banking, and 
agriculture (gardening, bee- and poultry-keeping) could be added to the seminary 
curricula. Such courses – or conferences, seminars, or workshops – would 
significantly augment holistic development and would help new leaders reflect 
God’s creativity more fully. 

Facing these crises of ministry, missions, and finances, some pastors are very 
discouraged. I received a message from a pastor who needed support because he 
felt that he was headed into depression. I realized that he was living far away from 
his family, whom he could neither rejoin nor support because he was in debt. Every 
bit of his income – which was not just unpredictable but small – was going to pay 
his debt. I mobilized some Christians online to raise support to ease the debt. I 
also encouraged him through consistent online contact until he regained 
confidence and could minister again to his congregation. 

Christian educators need to reach out to pastors like this one during and after the 
pandemic to encourage them. Theological institutions should develop curricula 
to strengthen pastors who could be emotionally drained so that they can in turn 
counsel hurting people both in and outside the Church. The more infections and 
deaths increase, the more fear grows, and there are many outside the Church who 
are suffering and neglected by over-stretched governmental systems. 
Furthermore, the Church needs Biblical models for addressing the most extreme 
mental illnesses (that may be exacerbated by the pandemic). Courses might 
include psychology and stress management. 

Discipleship: Intellect, 
Communications, and Media

The fears raised by the pandemic reveal the need for discipleship that creates 
maturity. Trust in God mitigates fear, and discipleship is key to trust, hope, and 
peace. Thus, discipleship should not stop at the elementary teaching of the 
Christian faith but should engage believers’ intellects. In East Africa, Christians 
often dichotomize their intellectual and spiritual lives. The result of this is 
superficial “Christianity” that is easily swept about. By contrast, a discipleship of 
the mind enables believers to apply faith correctly to emerging realities. 
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Take, for instance, the conspiracy theories surrounding the pandemic. Some have 
said that COVID-19 is preparation for the introduction of the number of the Beast 
through a vaccine (Revelation 13). This and other conflicting eschatological 
explanations of the pandemic have stirred fear in many Christians; these false 
teachings require a strong Christian mind to counter. In addition, due to social 
distancing directives, Christians have been separated from one another and have 
turned to social media, where they have been exposed to all kinds of strange 
doctrines, as many preachers have flooded both social and mainstream media 
platforms. This reality may not change even when the restrictions on congregating 
are fully lifted. Going forward, Christians will encounter doctrines that may be 
unbiblical, cultic, and even demonic. It will also be very hard to keep track of 
believers who are now free to hop from one virtual congregation to the next, 
concealing their identities and struggles, not becoming loyal to any one body 
of believers (Omondi, 2020). This makes the need for quality discipleship both 
urgent and core for the development of steadfast faith among Christians. 

In addition to theology, the pandemic has highlighted the need for church leaders 
to acquire some knowledge of how to decipher communications about health. 
Christian leaders in Sierra Leone and Liberia played a leading role in stemming the 
spread of Ebola in 2014. Rev. Jonathan Titus-William reported that he and others 
helped their congregations understand Ebola’s threat and how to stay safe 
(CAFOD, CA, IR, & Tearfund, 2015). During the COVID-19 pandemic, therefore, 
religious leaders in Kenya sounded ignorant when they claimed that the novel 
coronavirus was another demon designed to interfere with worship. Theological 
education needs to help pastors and Christian workers understand the Biblical 
passages about how to deal with infectious diseases. Leaders need to disciple 
believers so that they recognize their Christian duty to care for others’ health, not 
just their own. 

Crisis communication is another important area for theological educators to 
consider. Christian leaders need to know how to manage anxiety and outrage so as 
not to spiritualize, politicize, or dismiss problems. Sometimes, Christian leaders 
think that they should comment on everything as it unfolds. This is a fallacy. 
The Church needs basic knowledge of how to communicate wisely and with 
self-discipline during crisis. 

For all of these reasons, theological educators need to provide the Church with 
resources for recognizing, assessing, and engaging other perspectives (Bowers, 
2010). Believers need to recognize that they have a duty to protect their own 
intellects and to fight lies, to take every thought and word captive to Jesus Christ 
(Bowers, 2010).
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Not only must leaders disciple believers intellectually, but they need to know how 
to communicate this discipleship to them. Christian leaders need to be familiar 
with forms of media. In spite of very unequal internet access among church 
members in Kenya, many churches suddenly relied heavily on social media when 
lockdowns began. But they did not go online thoughtfully. Preachers did not 
understand that their audience had become much wider overnight and that their 
words could do exponentially more harm (or good). Thus, the Church needs a 
proper understanding of the complexity of mass communication and of ethical 
issues in cyberspace. Media literacy would help local churches understand how to 
enter the global digital community wisely. 

Engagement with Government: 
Politics

Most key decisions about managing the pandemic have come from national 
governments. This increased involvement has changed the relationship between 
the state and the Church. On one hand, in Tanzania, the president opined that the 
coronavirus was not a sufficient reason to shut church doors. On the other hand, 
the shock, confusion, and anxiety that came with the Kenyan government’s 
directive that churches must halt public gatherings revealed that Christians may 
be more attached to their church buildings, pastors, and one another than they are 
to Christ. Some Christians, oblivious to the moral obligation to stop the spread 
of disease, saw government directives as an infringement of their freedom of 
worship. 

The role of the Church in the public sphere is not always clear to many East African 
Christians. Although many believers may think that the Church’s engagement in 
politics equals endorsing a particular politician or party, this is not true. Rather, 
the Church should have an informed and consistent voice in politics that uplifts 
justice and mercy and calls for peace (Kondyuk, 2020).

Thus, the pandemic is teaching us to ask: How does the Church see itself in 
relation to the government? As a means to help solve problems? As an adversary 
that must fight for its rights? The Church’s prophetic voice can be strengthened 
if theological institutions include courses on political engagement. Such courses 
might touch on how God’s justice applies to national governments. Insights about 
how government works and about the pressures exerted on government workers 
from different fronts would also be useful. Church leaders ought to understand 
the jurisdiction of political government and to master the best way to partner with 
the state in the management of national crises. Finally, we need to realize that 
believers who are not professional theologians – doctors, lawyers, aid workers 
– can have theological perspectives, especially about faith in the public sphere. 
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Such perspectives are the strands on which to weave Christian engagement with 
the government.  

Conclusion

These reflections come as the pandemic continues. They will likely be refined and 
deepened as the crisis unfolds, but the crisis is urgent: the Church must respond 
as she suffers rather than waiting for the crisis to pass. This article has discussed 
challenges to praxis, discipleship, and engagement with the government created 
by the pandemic for the Church, especially in East Africa. It has argued for 
integrating skills from other disciplines – including economics, psychology, 
communications, and politics – within these areas. The purpose for this 
reappraisal is, through theological education, to increase the Church’s capacity to 
respond appropriately to doctrinal and practical needs. 
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