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What Are We Learning? A Critical 
Question for Theological 

Institutions in a Time 
of Disruption

Evan Hunter
ScholarLeaders International

“You talk about coming out of the pandemic, but we are very much in the middle 
of it”: Those words, spoken by a friend in Latin America, stand as a stark 
reminder that the COVID-19 crisis has not only impacted the world but continues 
to do so. Theological education in particular has not escaped the crisis. In a matter 
of weeks, schools around the globe faced all-encompassing challenges (Hunter 
2020). Early in the pandemic, Crouch, Keilhacker, and Blanchard (2020) speculated 
that the pandemic would not be a simple storm to weather, nor a season to 
endure, but an ice age. Their metaphor implies that the crisis will not only last a 
long time but leave behind a reshaped landscape. While vaccines will ease 
quarantines, travel restrictions, and mask mandates, the impact of the coronavirus 
will be felt for years.

The pandemic, however, did not occur in a vacuum. For many schools, COVID 
compounded preexisting economic, political, and social challenges. Furthermore, 
it came as theological education faced increasing pressures due to the Church’s 
changing needs. Students have become increasingly diverse in age, background 
preparation (i.e., biblical knowledge), and vocational goals. More students 
exploring mid- and second-career theological formation have led to higher course 
enrollments but not necessarily more degree completions. For schools, this has 
meant a growing convergence of formal and non-formal training. Schools continue 
to wrestle with sustainable funding models, particularly as tuition usually cannot 
cover the full cost of education. 

In many cases, the pandemic accelerated changes already underway in response 
to these issues. The need to survive intensified pressures on school leaders to 
find immediate solutions. Schools continue to respond with creativity to these 
needs. From providing humanitarian relief to shifts in course delivery, institutions 
continue to adjust their activities to meet the demands of this crisis.  

However, in addition to what schools are doing in response to the current 
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From Disruption to Transformation

situation, the question arises, “What are schools learning during this critical 
time?” Applying aspects of adult learning theory and organizational leadership, 
institutions might discover that the crisis not only leads to innovative activity 
but may also lead to transformative learning for the institutions themselves. As 
they reflect on the crisis, theological schools may emerge with new paradigms 
for accomplishing their missions to form students for service in the Church and 
society. 

Jack Mezirow (1991) coined the term “disorienting dilemma” in his theory of 
transformative learning. New ideas that challenge long-accepted assumptions 
lead to disequilibrium for the learner as the old ways of understanding cannot 
adequately account for new data. Perspective transformation occurs when 
learners successfully navigate a period of assessment, explore new actions, learn 
new skills, and ultimately integrate these new roles and ideas into their lives. 
(See Mezirow’s 10 Phases of Transformative Learning (1991, 168-169).) 

Though developed to describe individual learning, the paradigm of 
transformative learning may lead to new insights for theological schools. The most 
notable disruption from the pandemic came as traditional residential education 
largely ceased for months. The rapid adjustment to – and success in – online 
endeavors raises new questions about how theological education can best be 
done.1 Schools that once thought of online learning as a distant opportunity, often 
fraught with faculty resistance, have had no choice but to try new delivery modes. 

Illustrating the pandemic’s catalytic force, one school in the Middle East has 
completely redesigned its degree program. It discontinued residential education 
in favor of online teaching combined with short on-campus modules. The changed 
approach represents not only a transformation of delivery modes but a pivot to 
a different student profile. Rather than recruit students who must leave their 
contexts for two or three years of residential training, this program allows pastors 
to receive training while continuing to serve locally. This institution seems to be 
in the middle of Mezirow’s phases: they encountered events that led them to 
question their assumptions (in this case, about whether residential training is 
best for pastors in their context); and they are now trying new activities, seeking 
new skills for their faculty, and believing that they are on a beneficial new 
pathway. Their redesigned program will lead to even deeper discussions about the 
nature and structure of their faculty and the use of their facilities. As it develops, 
their new program represents a reimagined approach to education for pastors 
in the Middle East and North Africa. Overall, the school’s decision to shift from a 
residential model came after years of discussion, but the pandemic’s disruption 

1    Many schools have reported success in their new modes of education during the pandemic. For 
most schools that did not already have online offerings, this stage has focused on moving lectures to 
Zoom or Google Meets, sometimes supplemented with low-bandwidth solutions such as WhatsApp 
groups and threaded discussions. Much work needs to be done, but schools seem satisfied with their 
initial efforts.
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catalyzed the final move. 

In addition, some schools have found that online education has actually deepened 
relationships with students. At one Latin American school, because students have 
web cameras on, professors have suddenly gained a window into their homes. 
Such insight drives new questions about how faculty teach, support, and mentor 
– in this case, how faculty care for students who are sharing small spaces with 
multi-generational families and who must negotiate with family members who 
are also studying or working from home. This school has entered a new phase of 
reflecting on how they serve students who make considerable sacrifices to study. 

From Institutional Survival to 
Institutional Learning

After this season of intense action, the time has come for institutional reflection. 
School leaders often focus on the teaching portion of the teaching/learning 
activity. However, in the midst of such rapid changes, it may be time to lean more 
heavily into self-reflection so that institutions become what Peter Senge calls 
“learning organizations.” According to Senge, a learning organization is one where 
“people continuously expand their capacity to create results they truly desire, 
where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective 
aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to learn together” 
(1990, 7). 

Despite an educational mission, many schools do not engage well in self-reflection 
or internal learning. Contributing factors include historical institutional structures 
that lead to curriculum fragmentation and disconnects among people – subjects 
remain rigidly separated; faculty and staff operate separately; teachers often have 
unidirectional relationships with students. This fragmentation ultimately keeps 
schools from learning (O’Neil 1995, 22). 

A learning organization approach can help remedy this problem, as education 
is ultimately an integrative process. Learning organizations that intentionally 
seek input from faculty, staff, and students will reap greater success because of 
richer knowledge and collaborative approaches to challenges. One school in Latin 
America has built a culture of such collective dialogue over many years. Normally, 
their faculty meet in person twice a year to evaluate courses, review syllabi, and 
plan the next term. Their collective practice of adaptation helped them survive the 
initial COVID crisis. However, as the pandemic has continued, they have not been 
able to meet together. They know that these times of in-person interaction have a 
special, necessary richness of dialogue and creativity that cannot be replicated 
online. Having missed these sessions several times now, they have much to 
review, and they hope to reopen by year end. However, if infections continue to 
surge, they will be forced to find new ways to collaborate online. 

Applying the principles of his research at corporations to schools, Senge wrote 
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that in the midst of change, “the galvanizing hope is a school that learns” (2000, 
10). The COVID pandemic has accelerated the pace of change that schools already 
encountered. Schools that not only survive but learn through crisis will be better 
positioned to serve the Church. 

Conclusion

In many ways, the questions prompted by the pandemic have been building for 
some time. However, the pandemic’s ubiquitous disruption has magnified these 
questions about how theological schools can thrive and bless the Church. Schools 
have adjusted in order to survive, but to move from activity to learning will require 
self-reflection. Three questions may help guide institutions as they move toward 
transformative learning:

1. What assumptions about theological education has the pandemic 
challenged? Perhaps including the roles of students and faculty (both as 
individuals and as collectives), approaches to formation and mentoring, 
organizational stability, etc.? 

2. What do your practices (especially changes or innovations) tell you 
about your mission? How do you integrate new practices (and new 
meaning-making) for the future?

3. How are you creating spaces for reflection among your colleagues so that 
organizational learning can happen?

By discussing these questions as a community, schools may find effective ways to 
integrate new ideas and address the needs of changing educational landscapes in 
service to the Church.

This issues features articles that address some of the common challenges 
facing all theological schools – such as fundraising and information management 
– that have been heightened by this crisis. Furthermore, it includes examples of 
context-specific engagement, practical examinations of learning modes (including 
online learning), and book reviews that remind us that we are in a time of change, 
disruption, and opportunity. 
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Financial Information for 
Decision-Making in Majority 

World Seminaries

Introduction

Marcos Orison de Almeida
ScholarLeaders International

During the COVID-19 pandemic, a seminary in Brazil decided to offer online 
courses, just like many other seminaries in the Majority World. They made the 
decision quickly because of the need to continue to offer classes during lockdown. 
Unusually, the school did not have a preexisting online program and therefore had 
no experience with running online programs. Some faculty and staff even resisted 
the idea that pastoral formation could be done remotely, without direct personal 
contact with teachers. However, after several months, although online courses had 
been implemented on an emergency basis to provide classes to students who had 
been onsite, the experience generated interest in establishing programs offered 
fully online.

Some important issues arise in this scenario. The first: Is offering online programs 
in line with the school’s mission? The second: Are online programs economically 
viable? In other words, can the school ensure that it will be able to sustain the 
online programs? Will the financial and structural impact be within the capabilities 
of available resources?

Financial stability should be one of the first questions a seminary asks about 
any project, whether offering online courses or constructing a new building. For 
example, when thinking about online courses, seminaries need to consider:

• How much will it cost to buy, install, and maintain a learning management 
system? Who will run this system, and how much will it cost to train and 
pay them?

• How much will IT support cost, including equipment (computers, 
servers, modems, webcams, headsets, a recording studio, lighting, etc.) 
and personnel?

• Will courses be synchronous or asynchronous? Will faculty need teaching 
assistants, depending on the answer?

• Will faculty be able to create material, or will it need to be purchased? 

Vol. 6  N
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• Do current faculty have sufficient time to write and record courses, 

interact with students, and mentor them in the intensive online 
environment? Or will the seminary need to hire more faculty? 

• Will the library need to be updated for remote access? Will the seminary 
need to purchase digital resources? 

• What is the minimum number of students needed to cover all these new 
costs? Realistically, will students be able to pay tuition sufficient to cover 
costs? 

• Will students need to purchase their own equipment and/or internet 
access? 

This list demonstrates the importance of having clear financial information to 
guide the seminary’s decision-making. With clear financial information, these 
questions can be answered manageably; without that information, answering 
them is nearly impossible. Furthermore, most of the time, the primary challenges 
to a seminary’s finances are not from new projects but from external events. The 
COVID-19 pandemic is one example, but political, social, and economic upheaval, 
denominational decisions, and government requirements can all change a school’s 
financial situation – as can faculty illness or departure, deterioration of buildings 
through bad management or natural disasters, and even transitions from one 
seminary president to the next. Often, drastic changes happen simultaneously. 

Thus, seminary administrators must maintain a routine for quickly checking the 
seminary’s finances. If it is hard to respond to pandemics, political chaos, a 
hurricane, or even a key faculty member’s retirement when the seminary’s financial 
position is easily grasped, how much harder will it be to respond when finances 
are not being tracked at all?  

Although one of the seminary president’s primary jobs is making decisions 
based on finances, many seminary presidents do not have the data they need to 
make these decisions. Presidents find the job of examining seminary finances 
to be difficult, usually because of the confusing format and complexity of the 
information they receive. Four seminaries in Latin America produce monthly 
accountancy reports of 20 pages or more with detailed codes and numbers. These 
reports present every single income entry (checks, deposits, transfers, etc.), and 
every payment made or item purchased in cents. Their presidents struggle to wade 
through all this information. 

Seminary presidents do not need special training in accounting to understand 
financial information and make wise decisions based on that information. They do 
not need a thorough knowledge of accounting to manage the seminary’s finances 
responsibly. Instead, they should know enough about the seminary’s finances to 
make decisions, to respond to crises or to opportunities wisely. Their staff should 
help them get the basic information they need to do this. To make this information 
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Identify Personnel to Track Finances

easily available so that seminary leaders can make wise decisions, schools need 
to follow these steps, as this article will discuss:

• Identify who is in charge of tracking finances

• Establish routines for tracking finances

• Organize financial information in functional, simple ways

• Use that information to make decisions

In essence, financial information should have one aim: to help the seminary 
president and team make wise decisions so that seminaries can thrive and serve 
the Church long-term. 

The staff who track a school’s finances depend on the school’s size. Larger schools 
can hire several trained people; smaller schools might ask one person who fills 
other roles to add finances to her/his tasks, or they might ask a skilled volunteer 
who is willing to help. 

In my experience with VSI, I have seen schools at both ends of this spectrum. One 
Latin American school has four people tracking finances. Because of governmental 
requirements, they use a computerized system that cost approximately $70,000 
(USD). At the other extreme, a school in Africa relies on one person who also 
does other tasks. An assistant to that person receives and makes payments. All 
their transactions happen in cash because this African country does not have an 
electronic banking system, and they track finances via paper notes that are later 
processed by an elderly volunteer who lives in another country. 

At first glance, one might think that the first example is ideal. However, a 
four-person financial department with such an expensive system is probably 
overkill for most Majority World seminaries. Financial operations at most Majority 
World seminaries are quite simple and do not need lots of personnel and 
expensive systems. Seminaries can find much more economical solutions. On 
the other hand, the second example puts the seminary’s day-to-day administration 
at risk: If only one busy individual tracks the school’s finances, and that person 
becomes distracted or ill, then the school’s financial tracking can quickly fall 
behind.

Another school in Latin America found an interesting and functional solution. 
Its staff member responsible for finances is trained in administration with 
professional experience from working in a bank. The school receptionist/secretary 
helps by receiving tuition payments, organizing them, and passing them on to the 
financial professional. More complex accounting and legal compliance are done 
by a firm hired for the amount of a monthly minimum wage. This firm receives all 
documents, receipts, bank statements, etc. from the school’s financial officer 
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Establish Operations for 
Tracking Finances

and processes the information in the formats required by auditors, board, and 
government, with monthly and annual reports. It also issues legal fees and taxes 
to be paid. Finally, a fiscal council of board members voluntarily supervises the 
entire process throughout the year.

All these examples demonstrate that whether the school’s financial department 
is large or small, faithful staff are necessary. Regardless of size, staff need to 
have clearly-defined roles and responsibilities. They need basic skills: attention 
to detail for verifying data, discretion for handling sensitive funds, organization, 
basic writing skills for composing reports, and a basic understanding of software. 
Technical skills, such as accounting, can be acquired as needed or transferred to 
an outside expert under contract.

The most important thing is that seminary staff understand their roles clearly. 
Unless the people involved know exactly who is doing what, tracking finances will 
be difficult. Once people understand their roles, they will more readily be able to 
organize financial information to help seminary leaders make wise decisions. In 
addition, the staff who are responsible for accounting need to know that the 
president will be relying on them for information that will guide decisions. They 
need to think about what kinds of information the president needs to make 
decisions and what layout of that information would be most helpful. When people 
know that they are responsible and know what the information they generate will 
be used for, the seminary can avoid the problem of president and financial staff 
talking past each other. 

The main financial operations are:

• Cash flow control: Tracking money as it comes into and leaves the 
seminary.

• Assets management: Paying attention to bank account levels, 
investments, debt payments, costs associated with real estate (if any), 
etc.

• Planning: Thinking about the future through forecasting financial income/
expenses, budgeting, and, at the same time, planning the seminary’s 
activities (everything including enrollments, courses offered, new 
projects, etc.).

Day-to-day, the seminary needs to focus on controlling the flow of money – the 
first point above. This is fairly straightforward, and the seminary should have at 
least one person dedicated to this activity. In most schools, the largest volume of 
money comes in on specific days when students pay tuition. Some expenses 
also occur on specific days, such as wages, rent, and utilities (water, electricity, 
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internet, etc.). Others are distributed throughout the month, whether they are 
purchases, maintenance, or emergency actions. Someone must constantly monitor 
when money comes in and goes out, whether payments are made in cash or 
online. Faithful management will guarantee that the seminary has enough money 
to make payments. 

Assets management is more technical and will likely need concentrated effort 
at a specific time. If a seminary has significant holdings (business, real estate, 
equipment, stocks, capital, etc.), it might need to hire specialists who can manage 
them and provide an annual assessment of how they are doing. This work is a little 
more complex because it deals with the value of the business, real estate, etc. and 
considers its growth and/or depreciation. The person or firm doing this type of 
management must comply with local laws and produce the required reports. While 
important for long-range planning, asset management does not usually affect 
ongoing operational decisions. 

For school leaders, all of this information and tracking ultimately serves the 
purpose of making decisions and developing long-range plans. Planning is one 
of the most difficult items on the list and has been neglected in most theological 
seminaries. To be done well, the leaders of every part of the seminary need to 
be involved, as well as the seminary’s board and/or denominational leaders. 
Planning must be part of a clear strategy that fulfills the institutional mission. 
Much of what planning means in practice was addressed in the introduction to this 
article when we simulated a school’s intention to start offering an online program. 
Because of the scope of the issues raised, people responsible from different 
sectors (academic, administrative, library, IT, etc.) will contribute with information 
so that the planning is done well. This information will predict the financial results 
of the actions taken – in the case of our example, an online program. Another 
important element of planning is the budget, which provides reference information 
for day-to-day financial management.

The three operations – cash flow control, assets management, and planning – are 
interconnected. Day-to-day cash flow is managed based on the budget, which 
comes from planning according to the resources described by asset management. 
In turn, day-to-day financial management directly impacts the institution’s assets 
and plans for the coming year. 
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Organize Financial Information

The financial sector’s main job is to produce reports that serve the seminary’s 
president, its board, auditors, and/or the government. The financial sector will 
need to produce different reports for different people. For example, reports 
required by pre-established governmental forms often follow complex patterns 
with detailed information that is difficult for a seminary president or board 
member to understand. Therefore, a report produced for the government probably 
will not help a seminary president make day-to-day decisions. So the financial 
sector will most likely need to create reports in different formats – one format that 
meets government requirements; another format (simpler) that helps the seminary 
president make decisions; and so forth.   

To help seminary presidents make decisions, the financial staff should create 
reports that allow the president to grasp overall income and expenditure easily. 
There is no one “right” way to do this, but from my experience with VSI, I will 
suggest an initial path that can be adapted depending on a seminary’s unique 
situation. 

First, I suggest that the seminary use simple spreadsheets built in Microsoft Excel 
or similar software. These can be quickly edited, shared, and printed, facilitating 
discussions. 

Next, we need to consider the categories that should organize a school’s financial 
tracking. A school should have at least three spreadsheets: 

a) Income and expenditure

b) Allocations of faculty time

c) Program costs per student

The allocations of faculty time spreadsheet (b) and costs of programs per 
student spreadsheet (c) feed information into the overall income and expenditure 
spreadsheet (a). The general spreadsheet (a) summarizes the school’s primary 
information. Other categories could be added, but these three categories 
represent most of the information needed for common, recurring decisions.

In more detail, “income” means three basic sources: tuition, donations, and 
third-stream (see Table 1 below). 

• Tuition: All funds from students, direct or indirect (paid by students 
themselves or paid by churches/denominations). 

• Donations: All gifts, whether local or foreign. (Schools may want 
donations to be segregated by source (domestic, foreign), type of donor 
(church, individual, grant), relationship (alumni, other), etc. For reporting 
purposes, these categories can be condensed or expanded as needed.)
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• Third-stream revenue: Funds generated by business projects not directly 
related to the seminary’s primary educational mission. Examples include 
rental facilities or guest houses. (Some seminaries even have bakeries or 
small farms.) 

Other income – from event registrations, sale of books or souvenirs, etc. – tends to 
be minimal.

Table 1: An Example of an Income Spreadsheet

INCOME Jan Feb

Tuition 0,00 0,00

Bachelor 0,00 0,00

Masters 0,00 0,00

Doctorate 0,00 0,00

Donation 0,00 0,00

Local 0,00 0,00

Overseas 0,00 0,00

Designated project - building 0,00 0,00

Third Stream 0,00 0,00

Guest house 0,00 0,00

Meeting room rental 0,00 0,00

Bakery 0,00 0,00

Other 0,00 0,00

TOTAL INCOME 0,00 0,00

Grouping information this way allows the seminary’s leaders to grasp the 
financial situation more quickly and objectively so that they can make decisions. 
Of course, each group can be subdivided to help analysis. For example, tuition 
might be divided between undergraduate and graduate students. It could be 
further subdivided by program – license, diploma, BTh, MTh, MDiv, PhD, etc. 
Each program could be subdivided by concentration – leadership, counseling, 
missiology, education, Old or New Testament, etc. When to stop subdividing 
depends on the seminary’s size, situation, and the kinds of decisions that must be 
made.  

This is also true for expenditure. Expenses can be divided into primary categories: 
personnel-related (salaries, etc.), academic-related (library, events, etc.), 
student-related (housing, etc.), administrative/financial (internet, etc.), 
infrastructure (building maintenance, etc.), and fundraising. Here, too, a seminary 
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can subdivide by groups according to its unique needs (see Table 2 below). For 
example:

• Personnel: Faculty and staff

• Students: Housing and dining

• Administration/finances: Accounting, bank fees, legal fees, taxes, and 
loans

• Infrastructure: Utilities, cleaning, internet, and security 

• Advancement: Events, alumni, and printing costs 

Table 2: An Example of an Expenditure Spreadsheet

EXPENDITURE Jan Feb

Personnel 0,00 0,00

Faculty 0,00 0,00

Staff 0,00 0,00

Academics 0,00 0,00

Library 0,00 0,00

Events 0,00 0,00

Student Related 0,00 0,00

Housing 0,00 0,00

Refectory 0,00 0,00

Administration and Finances 0,00 0,00

Accountancy and Audit 0,00 0,00

Bank fees 0,00 0,00

Infrastructure 0,00 0,00

Utilities 0,00 0,00

Maintenance 0,00 0,00

Security 0,00 0,00

Fundraising 0,00 0,00

Alumni 0,00 0,00

Events 0,00 0,00

Other 0,00 0,00

TOTAL EXPENDITURE 0,00 0,00
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This general spreadsheet (a) contains three categories: 

• Budgeted: The past – What did you think would happen financially? 
Budgeted numbers allow a leader to know whether what has happened 
over the past months is healthy or not, whether the budget is balanced or 
not. 

• Realized: The present – What has actually come in? What has actually 
been spent out? If “Realized” deviates too much from “Budgeted,” the 
leader will know that the seminary’s financial health is in jeopardy and 
that s/he needs to make decisions to change course.  

• Projected: The future – Where are things trending for decision making 
purposes?

An explanation about the Projected category in particular: Between the 
budget and the actual, leaders would do well to make projections.1 These can 
be especially helpful for categories that do not occur in evenly distributed 
increments. For example, a school that collects tuition in January and August 
will often see huge spikes in income in those months, followed by relatively low 
income in between. 

At the beginning of the year, the Projected column will match the budget. 
However, as the year progresses, it will adjust. For example, a large intake of 
students may have the school projecting ahead of budget for the year, while a 
lower than average intake may mean that the school begins to project that they 
will be behind budget. In the same way, knowing the rhythm for receiving 
donations will help with projections. Knowing that a large grant will not come until 
the final quarter allows the projection to be positive even while a significant gap 
lies between the Actual and the Budgeted lines. 

Similarly, projections on the expense side can help guide decisions. For example, 
a colder than average winter may mean that a seminary in Russia spends more 
on heating in the first half of the year. Because six months remain in the 
calendar, the actual expenses still show a total below the utilities budget for 
the year. However, the projection would show that the school will most likely 
overspend in this category as expenses continue to occur during the second half 
of the year. Similarly, a communications budget may show a lot of surplus all year 
because the school’s annual mailing happens at the end of the fiscal year. 
Again, the actual spending makes it look like the budget has significant surplus. 
However, the projection shows that the school plans to spend all that money 
eventually, so therefore, communications is not a category with surplus. 

Projections like these help to guide decisions and give important information 
to leaders about the relationship between the budget and the actual income/

1    From our experience, many schools do not make projections in their budgets but may benefit from 
doing so. 
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expenses so far, rather than just dividing the budget category evenly over 12 
months. 

Table 3: An Example of a Full Income & Expenditure Spreadsheet

INCOME BUDGET
REALIZED

PROJECTION
Jan Fev

Tuition 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Bachelor 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Masters 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Doctorate 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Donation 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Local 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Overseas 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Designated project - building 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Third Stream 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Guest house 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Meeting room rental 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Bakery 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Other 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

TOTAL INCOME 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

EXPENDITURE BUDGET
REALIZED

PROJECTION
Jan Feb

Personnel 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Faculty 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Staff 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Academics 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Library 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

Events 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00

The second important spreadsheet is faculty time allocation (b) (see Table 4 
below). It allows seminary leaders to calculate program costs per student (c). In 
the faculty time spreadsheet, a seminary can chart how teachers’ weekly working 
hours are distributed by percentages across various programs and according to 
work performed (teaching, mentoring, writing, researching, administering, etc.). 
This information helps the seminary’s leaders understand how much labor each 
program requires, which is that program’s primary direct cost. 
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Table 4: An Example of a Faculty Time Allocation Spreadsheet

Faculty Activities Bachelor Masters Doctorate Total

Abraham Strong

Teaching 8 4 12

Mentoring 4 4

Research 2 2

Writing 2 2

Administration 10 10

Total 18 12 0 30

Charles Joy

Teaching 2 4 8 14

Mentoring 4 4

Research 4 4

Writing 2 2

Administration 16 16

Total 2 4 34 40

 Total hours 20 16 34 70

 % 29% 23% 49% 100%

This table is also useful for faculty planning and development. Deans want to 
figure out workloads to make sure that faculty are carrying equitable amounts of 
teaching. Financially, it is important to know how faculty workloads translate into 
programs, tuition, etc. and their impact on how to allocate salaries.

The third worksheet calculates program costs per student (c). It can also be 
divided into income and expenditure (see Table 5 below). The income section 
indicates the number of students enrolled and the tuition for each program 
offered. The expenditure section indicates how much cost each program requires 
in terms of personnel (faculty time is an expense because those faculty must be 
paid for their time, for instance), infrastructure (internet for an online program 
must be factored in, for instance), and so forth. These costs can be estimated as 
percentages. They do not have to be absolutely accurate. Instead, seminary 
leaders will be most helped with accurate estimates. 

To understand the method proposed here, recognize that the expenses of 
administrative staff, registrar, library, infrastructure, etc. serve all programs. It 
would be difficult to calculate exactly how much each of these items costs in 
direct relation to specific programs, but it is possible to make some 
approximations. For example, a program that contains more students or requires 
more administrative actions to register grades and issue documents will consume 
more of the registrar’s time. Therefore, we can estimate what percentage (based 
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on hours) of that sector is used by each program. The same reasoning can be 
applied to infrastructure. A program with resident students will consume more of 
the physical structures and utilities than one in which students work in a modular 
or intensive way. Again, it is possible to estimate the percentage of consumption in 
this spending group for each program, and so on.

Table 5: An Example of a Program Allocation Spreadsheet

PROGRAM ALLOCATION (COST PER STUDENT)

Income Bachelor Masters Doctorate Total

# Students 120 40 30 190

Tuition 100,00 220,00 400,00  

Total 12.000,00 8.800,00 12.000,00 32.800,00

Expenditure     

Faculty 29% 23% 48% 100%

 8.410,00 6.670,00 13.920,00  

Staff 40% 35% 25% 100%

 2.400,00 2.100,00 1.500,00  

Academics 50% 30% 20% 100%

 4.525,00 2.715,00 1.810,00  

Student Related 40% 25% 35% 100%

 440,00 275,00 385,00  

Administration and Finances 40% 35% 25% 100%

 360,00 315,00 225,00  

Infrastructure 45% 35% 20% 100%

 1.350,00 1.050,00 600,00  

Fundraising 40% 30% 30% 100%

 200,00 150,00 150,00  

Other 40% 35% 25% 100%

 160,00 140,00 100,00  

Total 17.845,00 13.415,00 18.690,00 49.950,00

Balance -5.845,00 -4.615,00 -6.690,00 -17.150,00

Cost per student 148,71 335,38 623,00  



June 2021

26

Use Financial Information to Make Decisions

This spreadsheet allows leaders to evaluate programs depending on the number 
of students enrolled in them and tuition charged from those students. Note that 
in the faculty row, the percentage shown comes from the faculty time allocation 
spreadsheet (b). Leaders can then decide whether any particular program is 
profitable or failing. 

Similarly, thanks to this spreadsheet, leaders can project goals for attracting 
more students. They can think about adjusting tuition fees and/or cutting 
specific expenses. The seminary’s fundraising personnel can use this spreadsheet 
to create fundraising goals, and they can use it to tell students and donors the real 
values of their courses. 

If financial information is organized in a way similar to what I have suggested here, 
it will help seminary leaders make wise decisions about how the seminary should 
function.

The primary role of the seminary’s executive leader is to make wise decisions 
about how the seminary uses its resources. The leader makes these decisions with 
the help of her/his team. Every decision must be aimed at helping the seminary 
fulfill its mission. Some decisions will be made to respond to immediate crises. 
Others will be made to plan long-term. Whether reacting to emergencies or looking 
ahead to positive opportunities, a seminary must remain focused on its mission. 
Focus on mission helps a seminary avoid waste and controversy. 

I return to the example of creating an online program. If the leadership team 
decides that an online program will help the seminary fulfill its mission, then 
they will need to quantify the financial impact it will have. With the help of the 
spreadsheets I outlined above, the team will be able to estimate that impact. 
In the general spreadsheet (a), they will estimate possible expenses related to 
personnel, facilities, new equipment, etc. In the faculty time allocation 
spreadsheet (b), they can calculate how much time and salary will need to go to 
support those who will run the program. These expenses will help the leadership 
team revise the program cost per student spreadsheet (c). They will then be able 
to see how many students and how much tuition will be necessary for the new 
program to be successful – and that in turn will feed back into the overall tuition 
line of the general spreadsheet (a).

To make a final decision, the leadership team and financial staff will need to tweak 
the variables in the worksheets. They will need to imagine various scenarios, such 
as reallocating resources from other programs to prioritize the new program and 
fundraising to support the new program. Adopting this administrative perspective 
is a way to ensure that the school remains economically viable.
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Conclusion

Marcos Orison de Almeida
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Presbyterian minister. He received a LeaderStudies scholarship for his PhD at Fuller. 
He and his wife Patricia have two children.

Although this article has focused on the internal benefits of tracking financial 
information, the benefits of this simple approach will extend to the seminary’s 
board, partner churches, donors, employees, students, and accreditors because all 
of these stakeholders will now be part of a more financially stable seminary. 

An executive leader or president will always be making decisions, but s/he does 
not need to have a background in finance. What s/he needs is to have clear and 
organized information to assist her/him in making decisions that will feed the 
school’s long-term health. I invite readers to consider my suggestions above, apply 
them to their own reality, and adapt them as needed to help their seminary seek 
financial stability.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted every source of seminary income. 
Many seminaries have seen tuition income decline precipitously. (Even before 
the pandemic, tuition on average only met between a third and half of a school’s 
financial needs (Smith 2015).) Other sources of income have also suffered during 
COVID-19. Many Majority World seminaries, especially those born from missions 
in the 19th and 20th centuries, have in the past relied on overseas funding. 
However, such historical reliance has made them increasingly vulnerable, and 
now the pandemic has shuttered overseas travel to visit international donors. The 
pandemic has also disrupted local economies, which impacts local fundraising and 
revenue-generating projects.

The economics of theological education have always been difficult. COVID’s 
all-encompassing impact gives seminaries an opportunity to evaluate their 
fundraising methods, regroup, and forge ahead with more energy and 
intentionality. 

Because most Majority World seminary presidents have not been trained in 
fundraising, they can be reluctant to fundraise1. Presidents may struggle to 
overcome the sense that they are “beggars” when they ask for money. While they 
are well-versed in the Biblical idea of good stewardship and possess a sound 
theology of money, some struggle to embrace what Henri Nouwen calls the 
“spirituality of fundraising” (Nouwen 2004). Even as courses and books have 
taught a Biblical philosophy of stewardship (Russell 2004), most presidents 
struggle to internalize this encouragement. And although some Western 
institutions, such as ScholarLeaders, ICETE, Overseas Council, Tearfund, and 
Lausanne, have sought to transfer fundraising practices from Western to Majority 
World contexts, seminaries struggle to create and effectively act on fundraising 
plans. 

1  For this article, I will use the term “president” for the seminary’s executive individual – “director,” 
“rector,” “vice chancellor,” “provost,” and “doyen” are synonyms in various contexts.) 
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Barriers & Encouragments
for Fundraising

Now more than ever, most Majority World seminaries need a revitalized philosophy 
of fundraising and repeatable fundraising practices that will improve their 
sustainability. During my time as President of Cape Town Baptist Seminary in 
South Africa, I saw this fact firsthand, and in this article I will share from my 
experiences. As I learned, seminary presidents must acknowledge that the burden 
for their schools’ financial stability – and therefore their long-term ability to serve 
the Church – rests on them alone. Fundraising must be a priority. 

Most seminary presidents face barriers to fundraising that include:

• A theology of poverty that entrenches a “beggar mentality” 

• Local cultural norms that may view fundraising as demeaning

• A potentially unhealthy ongoing dependency on overseas resources

• Weak local economies that keep people from having extra funds to give 
(and, in some cases, a weak philanthropic ethic)

• Denominational protocols that may impede seminaries’ fundraising or 
cause them to compete with other denominational ministries for funding

• Training that has equipped school presidents as theologians but not as 
fundraisers

As a Majority World seminary president, I experienced these factors. I studied at 
Cape Town Baptist Seminary in South Africa and became a bivocational pastor. I 
returned to CTBS to assist the academic dean. Around that time, the denomination 
drastically changed its funding policy. A large part of CTBS’s budget had come 
from the denomination, but the denomination was struggling financially. 
Denominational leaders evaluated their ministries and decided that two 
seminaries (one in Johannesburg as well as ours in Cape Town) were a luxury for 
such a small denomination. Yet they thought that shuttering one seminary would 
be harmful given South Africa’s history and politics. For both seminaries to remain 
open, they needed an economically independent model. So the denomination 
decided to cut funding to both seminaries: this forced the seminaries to find their 
own financial support, creating a “sink-or-swim” scenario. This new challenge 
was so intense, in fact, that the then president of the seminary in Johannesburg 
resigned. He realized that he was not gifted for fundraising, that fundraising had 
become burdensome to him personally, and that he was not truly serving that 
seminary.

Facing the same circumstances in Cape Town, CTBS’s board redirected the 
president’s role to center on fundraising because CTBS could not afford a full-time 
fundraiser. I saw the president face this challenge first-hand, as I had stepped into 
the academic dean’s role. As I assisted the president, I learned from him about 
relational fundraising (discussed below). When his term ended, I became 
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president. CTBS’s board also hired a part-time Christian fundraising specialist, just 
before my appointment, who came two mornings per week to guide my efforts. 
He established policies and processes for fundraising, and so much so that when 
he retired, he told me, “Now, you go and do fundraising, following the protocols I 
have designed.” 

Even with everything I had learned and this part-time assistance, various leaders 
within the denomination within which I served often made me feel as though CTBS 
was competing with other, more exciting ministries. Pastors sometimes told me, 
“Go fish in other ponds!” Overcoming these barriers was a gradual process. To 
embrace fundraising, I learned to understand that:

• I am not a beggar but rather a facilitator of an opportunity for people to 
invest in the expansion of God’s Kingdom through trained bearers of the 
Good News

• I can be humble and respect sources of negativity (people’s individual 
barriers, social norms, and denominational tensions)

• I can replace the desire for slick, sale-like presentations with my own 
voice giving an authentic, clear, Gospel-focused and missional call to 
support theological education as an integral part of the Great Commission

• I can recognize fundraising’s intrinsically relational nature – “Fundraising 
is mostly friend-raising” (as many have said) – whether with individuals, 
churches, denominations, or foundations

• I can set an example as a life-long learner by reading about fundraising, 
attending seminars, and learning from experienced practitioners

Similarly, whatever the barriers you face, your attitude will be a key part of your 
“success” (I use the term cautiously) or failure. As seminary presidents, we need 
to see ourselves as embodying our institution’s mission. We are not beggars; 
rather, our seminaries represent one of Christ’s main gifts to the Church 
(1 Corinthians 12:28; Ephesians 4:11). Stewarding Christ’s gift through fundraising 
is a vital part of our role. We can passionately invite donors to partner with the 
seminary as we help them understand the seminary as a worthy Kingdom cause. 

Being willing to be more than just an academic or pastoral leader, to accept the 
role of fundraiser wholeheartedly, is essential for presidents who want to see their 
seminaries grow. Even if a seminary is fortunate enough to be able to appoint 
a full-time fundraising officer, the president will have to work closely with that 
person. Recent research in the West shows that up to half of the president’s time 
should go toward fundraising relationships (Miller et al, 2009, 21) – and my own 
experience supports this finding. 

The president’s energy for fundraising needs to be balanced by reliance on the 
Spirit. Though we may be able to express our seminary’s story in compelling 
terms, we must trust the Spirit to move the donor to give. Those who give by the 
Spirit will be more likely to give again. 
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Principles for Fundraising: Reflections
from Experience in South Africa

As CTBS’s primary fundraiser, I discovered how beneficial fellowship with other 
Majority World seminary presidents could be. They encouraged me to embrace this 
role. Having friends (or even an outside coach) can help presidents stay motivated. 

While I served as CTBS’s president and fundraiser, I learned the principles below. 
Some of them may sound discouraging at first, but I hope to give you a realistic 
picture of what you will encounter as you fundraise so that, long-term, you can 
increase your school’s financial health and its ability to carry out its mission to 
bless the Church.

Recognize that many of your investments of time and effort will likely only 
maintain funding.

As you begin your efforts, be realistic: Simply maintaining existing funding 
requires a great deal of time, strategy, and attention. However, your efforts will 
also probably provide opportunities for growth over the very long term. 

At the beginning of my presidency, CTBS had approximately 320 donors 
(individuals and churches). When I became president, our donor list dipped below 
300. A board member told me, “Those were the donors of the previous president. 
How do we replace them? With your friends!” So I embarked on a campaign to get 
my friends to become donors. Throughout my presidency, though, socioeconomic 
changes made the process of increasing the donor list difficult. The middle-range 
donors saw the most turnover, partly due to the global economic collapse in 2008: 
those middle-range donors were businesspeople and entrepreneurs who suddenly 
lost income. Within 2-3 years, the seminary suffered significant financial 
repercussions; in fact, to survive, we had to draw funds from our endowment. 

To rebuild CTBS’s donor base after I became president, I took the attitude that 
anyone could be a donor. My predecessor had developed a “Partners in the 
Harvest” program that encouraged ordinary people in the pew to give a few 
dollars: “What if you were to make a small monthly donation?” About 300 people 
and churches did this, so CTBS received gifts ranging from $10/month to $1,000/
month (the $1,000 gifts were the top 1%; our average gift through this program 
was $150/month). Later, we transformed this program into the “Cheeseburger 
Challenge” to involve younger donors: “Will you sacrifice one cheeseburger a 
month for the seminary?” It saw some success, especially bringing new energy to 
the “Partners-in-the-Harvest” program.

Even as we added new donors, though, CTBS consistently lost donors – not only 
because of contextual upheavals like the economic collapse but also because of 
the normal cycle of life. Some donors, especially younger donors, would change 
focus – the “next best thing that tugs at heartstrings” would come along, and 
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they would switch beneficiaries. Sometimes donors would encounter personal 
problems, such as job loss or international relocation. In those cases, we would 
still pray with them, praise them, and send them letters, but we knew that they 
would not give. Like some other Majority World seminaries, CTBS has an ageing 
donor database. Older donors would become part of our legacy fund program: 
very sensitively, during donor-focused dinners, we would invite them to take 
advantage of the opportunity to make a bequest to CTBS in their will. Eventually, 
when their estate was concluded after their death, those donations would come 
to us – but as soon as we received that money, we knew that we had to make up 
for the lost donor by adding a new donor. We were always working to recover from 
these setbacks. (And to keep our donor database up-to-date as people’s 
circumstances changed!) 

So, despite all my efforts, during my presidency, CTBS plateaued around 320 
donors. We lost a few and gained a few, but overall, our donor pool remained 
stable. 

Pay close attention to successes and failures to determine what works in your 
context.

As you consider how to go about fundraising, pay careful attention to where you 
see the most fruit. If you devote energy to all areas equally, you will likely burn 
out. Instead, think about which groups (of people, organizations, churches, etc.) 
are most likely to give and focus your attention there. In my experience, trying new 
things, evaluating them, and changing course as warranted pays off. Not every 
activity will be fruitful, as I demonstrate below.

When I began to work alongside CTBS’s president, we decided to focus on 
involving more congregations with CTBS. At that time, only 20% of the 
denomination’s congregations consciously supported us; we felt we could increase 
that number to 50%. We devoted careful efforts to this area. For instance, I built 
a relationship with the pastor of a congregation. That congregation decided to 
hire a youth pastor who would be a seminary graduate, which was wonderful – but 
then they told us that they would cut their gift to the seminary entirely in order 
to be able to pay for the youth pastor. Similarly, we invited alumni to encourage 
people in their congregations to attend the seminary, and we asked alumni to 
promote the seminary to their congregational mission committees. Still, alumni 
told me, “Sorry, my church is going to cut its donation.” So we had a sound plan 
for engaging churches, but that plan bore little fruit. As president, I never moved 
beyond 23% of our denominational congregations giving to CTBS; my labors only 
resulted in a 3% increase. 

Given the amount of time and effort going into church relationships, CTBS was 
not seeing much fruit. Instead, we decided, the seminary had to look at where 
the greatest potential was. Wealthy individuals were more efficient than 
congregations. Thus, I began to cultivate personal relationships with very wealthy 
individuals. One woman consistently gave to CTBS while she was alive, and 
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after her death, she left what was likely the largest single amount of cash to 
CTBS that any seminary in South Africa had received. That legacy gift funded us 
through the 2008 financial crisis. Another person, a businessman, replaced all of 
CTBS’s roofs. He was not a Baptist, but he became interested in CTBS through our 
relationship. I knew that he was unwilling to make a donation in cash, so I showed 
him CTBS’s project list, including the need for roof sheeting, and asked him if he 
would consider paying for a project. In addition to the roofs, he renovated an office 
and replaced our security fencing. 

As these examples show, I had to learn what worked in my context in Cape Town. 
Cultivating congregations did not work, so I had to turn my attention to wealthy 
individuals. You may face very different factors in your own situation; try to find a 
balance that is most productive for you. 

Above all, focus on context-driven relationship-building.

Focus on relationship-building appropriate to your context. Whether you decide 
to pursue denominations, congregations, lower- or middle-income donors, or a 
few wealthy individuals, seek donors who believe in your school’s mission. As you 
do so, adopt an attitude that is willing to devote attention to every donor. As a 
seminary president in Africa wrote to me: “The time and energy you exert for some 
projects pays off 100 times more than you expect; some others, after a huge cost 
of labor, time, and thought, become simply barren. But one has to keep on trying. 
Personally, I do not ignore whatever small amount comes in. We receive each gift 
with due respect and sincere appreciation. My principle is Ecc. 11:1, ‘Cast your 
bread upon the waters, for you will find it after many days’.”  

As mentioned above, at CTBS, I quickly realized that major individual donors 
were a better, more efficient target than congregations. In fact, CTBS’s single 
largest donor was not even a Baptist – nor did he live full-time in South Africa. 
Whenever he visited South Africa, I set aside time to talk through what was 
happening at CTBS. Thanks to so much time spent together, he invested in the 
seminary’s mission. 

CTBS’s part-time fundraising consultant guided my efforts with wealthy 
individuals. He told me, “We need to find out who in the churches are people 
of means.” We knew which congregations included those people, so we developed 
relationships with their pastors. Those pastor’s churches counted CTBS donors 
as “friends.” We invited them to a fancy dinner – to which they also invited the 
wealthy members of their congregations. These dinners hosted 30 to 50 people. 
(Pastors often pointed us to congregants of means as well.) A few CTBS students 
were at these dinners to assist with logistics, share testimonies, or sing; pastors 
were there, and in that relaxed setting, the seminary presented itself. However, 
we did not make any financial “asks.” We only asked people to join the prayer and 
newsletter lists. 

This request had a twofold benefit. First, the newsletter often mentioned projects 
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as prayer requests. Occasionally, wealthy individuals would meet one or two of 
those needs (like the businessman mentioned above). Second, these dinners 
allowed us to develop a list with wealthy individuals’ names. Later, we pursued 
them one-on-one. CTBS’s foundation members cold-called these wealthy 
individuals, inviting them to visit the seminary – for a dinner, founder’s day event, 
famous speaker, prayer breakfast, etc. We simply said, “Come and see what’s 
happening.” (These foundation members comprised a fundraising body set up 
parallel to the board as the fundraising arm of the board.)

After they had come to an event, we reached out to these individuals again to 
ask for a personal visit. Sometimes I met with them alone; sometimes, a board/
foundation member accompanied me; many times our fundraiser made the 
request. During the meeting, we presented CTBS’s vision and a proposal for 
funding a project. We always entered the meeting with small, medium, and large 
proposals. If the individual turned down the large proposal, we could offer the 
medium one. 

All of these relationships were driven by a goal of hitting a fundraising target that 
the foundation in consultation with the board and I chose every year. I knew that 
every year, if I wanted CTBS to make that goal, I had to contact our major donors 
and explain our needs to them. I would ask, “Can you match your gift last year? Or 
increase it?” I always called donors around the same time of year, so they knew to 
expect our conversation. 

As my experience demonstrates, fundraising is a matter of maintaining 
relationships – no matter your context. One major donor wanted me to walk 
him through every facet of the seminary’s finances annually before he would give. 
The woman who left the record-breaking legacy bequest had spent many hours 
with me over the years: I drank tea with her, took her on personal campus tours, 
and answered all her questions. 

So, in your context, what fundraising techniques will best build relationships with 
potential donors – alumni, churches, denominations, etc.? As theologians, we have 
often emphasized the need for theology that grows from its native soil. A flower 
cannot simply be transplanted to a new place and expected to flourish. Similarly, 
in fundraising, principles may be universal, but practices themselves must grow 
from each seminary’s context. Presidents should recognize that they do not have 
to emulate Western practices but that they are free to develop practices that work 
for them in their specific situations – as happened in Paraguay, where a school’s 
relationship with a rancher led him to give 100 head of cattle to the school. He 
raised them and, after selling them for slaughter, donated the proceeds.

Fundraising builds on relationships between president, board, school, donors, 
and potential donors. In fact, historically, funding for Majority World schools often 
came from the West in part because missionaries had relationships in the West. 
When school leadership transferred to a local president, the missionary usually 
took that president on a donor tour in the West. Over time, though, many of those 
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donors faded away, partly because their relationships were with the missionary, 
not the school, and certainly not the new president. A seminary president from 
East Africa shared about how the seminary he led gradually lost relationships 
with Western missionaries: “[T]here was no one to guarantee that the funds 
would be used for the intended purposes” from the Westerners’ point of 
view, which “negatively impacted a project that had been started in 2011.” 
However, thankfully, “[T]he Lord enabled us to raise enough funds from elsewhere 
to complete phase one of the project.” To avoid these situations, presidents must 
cultivate relationships, beginning locally whenever possible. Above all, we must 
always remember, “Fundraising is friend-raising.”

Build transparency and trust into donor relationships and relationships at the 
seminary.

One key aspect of close donor relationships is transparency that leads to trust. 
In addition to being willing to discuss the seminary’s financial health and projects 
openly with potential donors, you may also need to be up front about your 
personal plans. Your relationships with donors are key, but they must primarily 
believe in the school’s mission – not just in you. 

I saw this first-hand from CTBS’s previous president. He adopted the philosophy 
that he needed to work himself out of a job, so while he was president, rather 
than clinging to his position, he consciously looked for a replacement. In fact, 
he often told me, “I would like someone from CTBS to take over, and you are one 
of the possibilities.” He gave me opportunities to learn what it would be like to 
lead: when he went on a 6-month sabbatical, he asked the board to appoint me as 
acting president. He said, “Here is a test. You can learn whether you would be able 
to do this job if the opportunity arises.” Similarly, for awhile, he led the Baptist 
Union, a role for which he frequently traveled. During that time, he asked the 
board to make me acting president again, and he told CTBS’s other faculty what 
was happening. Thanks to his clear communication to the board and faculty, they 
accepted me as their leader, even though I was among the youngest faculty 
members. This transparency and acceptance later benefited my fundraising 
efforts.

In my turn, when I prepared to leave CTBS, I wanted to ensure that when I left, 
donors would not leave with me. Like my predecessor, I walked donors through 
a transition from myself to the next president, emphasizing that donors were not 
“mine” but the seminary’s. As I met with donors, I made time to chat with them 
about our lives. During those conversations, I would note off-hand that I had made 
a 10-year commitment to CTBS and that after 10 years (it lasted 14 years), I would 
evaluate whether I was still benefiting the seminary (and vice versa). As part of 
my remarks, I told donors, “My hope is that when I move on, you will remain 
committed to CTBS’s mission.” So, in the year when I knew I would resign, as part 
of my normal annual emails to donors, I told them about my plan to step back. I 
said, “Next year, you will be communicating with a new president.”
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This transparent process benefited the seminary long-term: During COVID 
lockdowns, my successor went to a particular donor and told him about CTBS’s 
struggles. That donor actually gave more in response to my successor. Even if 
you are not in a situation like mine, careful transparency will build trust between 
yourself, the seminary, and donors. You can loop your seminary’s financial staff 
into conversations with donors, for instance, so that donors can see that you are 
accountable to others. 

Develop sacrificial solidarity for fundraising between yourself and others at the 
school.

Building such close, transparent relationships – whether with wealthy individuals, 
congregations, denominational leaders, etc., as appropriate to your context – will 
require sacrifices from you and others at the seminary. 

As I mentioned above, thanks to my predecessor, CTBS’s faculty willingly 
accepted me when I became president – which was a blessing because my 
primary role as fundraiser placed burdens on them as well as on me. To pursue 
fundraising intentionally, I had to take a reduced teaching load of no more than 
two subjects per semester (and even that was a lot; some semesters, I only taught 
one). Because I wanted to be available to donors who often dropped by the 
seminary midday, I only taught early in the morning or at night. This schedule 
required other faculty to pick up additional courses. 

This schedule demonstrates my own sacrificial commitment to the seminary and 
its financial health. I wanted to teach more, to be in the classroom more often, 
but I simply could not do that and maintain my fundraising duties. My secretary 
had a list of key individual donors, and if one of them happened to come while I 
was teaching, the secretary would call me out of the classroom to meet with that 
person. Usually, though, these impromptu visits happened in the afternoon, so I 
knew to leave the afternoon hours available so that I could say hello, take donors 
around campus, share prayer requests, and so forth. 

In addition, donor relationships frequently happened via events. I had to 
budget these events into my time. For example, I do not play golf, but golf is an 
important sport in South Africa. CTBS held an annual golf day; I marked that day 
on my calendar. I attended tee-off, greeting donors as they arrived, signing them 
up, and taking photographs. Then I went back to work or home for a few hours 
while they were on the course. At the end of the day, I returned for the two-hour 
prize-giving ceremony. Or, as another example, CTBS held a promotional month 
annually. For that whole month, faculty, students, board members, and myself 
visited a different congregation each Sunday, speaking about the seminary. (Even 
though we knew that many congregations would not become major donors, we 
still valued the opportunity.)

CTBS’s board supported me by sacrificing time to enable me to fundraise. Every 
week, I spent two mornings with the board-appointed fundraiser who oversaw 
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CTBS’s efforts. We discussed monthly targets, which churches and individuals 
needed to be contacted, which letters or emails needed to be written, etc. I also 
had the assistance of the bookkeeper and my secretary. This small but devoted 
team helped energize me. 

Even if your institution is able to appoint a part-time professional (as CTBS did), 
a Vice President for Advancement, or a Development Officer, the president always 
plays a critical role in fundraising. Because funding follows vision and because 
the president more than anyone should embody the school’s values, the president 
cannot outsource fundraising to an advancement team. Recognizing this fact, I 
had to maintain this intentionally minimal schedule, and I had to sacrifice my 
own academic ambitions and interests to participate in fundraising activities. You, 
too, may need to think about what practical steps you need to take to embrace 
fundraising as part of your calling as president. While you do, give thanks for and 
seek to cultivate this sacrificial solidarity with others at your school. 

Engage the board with clear expectations.

As mentioned above, I met twice weekly with the fundraiser who oversaw CTBS’s 
efforts. This disciplined dedication should also characterize your institution’s 
board as you fundraise. You will likely need to set clear expectations with them. 
For many boards, this may require a new understanding of how they serve the 
school’s mission and, perhaps, even a restructuring of their membership. 

The board should not only or primarily be financial auditors or theological 
overseers. In the North American context, one study described this approach as 
one in which board members “see themselves as either monitors or cheerleaders 
for the school on behalf of its sponsoring religious body, rather than fiduciaries 
who accept a measure of personal responsibility for the financial welfare of the 
institution” (Miller et al, 2009, 6). Board members should recognize that they are 
co-laborers with you, consistently and enthusiastically building relationships that 
will benefit the seminary. Board members should actively recruit people who will 
give to the seminary. A finance committee from the board can oversee the 
seminary’s books, but the board as a whole should function as co-laborers with 
the president in fundraising.

CTBS required each board member to be a donor and to introduce me to potential 
donors. Uniquely, CTBS had a separate board of foundation trustees who 
focused entirely on fundraising. Most Majority World seminary boards are not 
structured that way, though, so they likely do not have the luxury of an entire 
board devoted to fundraising. Instead, the board should establish policies that 
will give the president freedom to fundraise. When the board evaluates the 
president, they should understand that fundraising requires time, energy, and 
relationship-building. To show their care, they should ensure that the president is 
not overwhelmed with other duties (teaching, administration, etc.) so that you can 
allocate appropriate time for fundraising. 
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Board members themselves should give to the seminary as well, even if those 
contributions are small. Such gifts demonstrate their commitment to the school 
and its mission. Although board members might say that they donate their time, 
that does not help to pay for books, electricity, rent, or salaries. If the board is 
not setting an example, they cannot ask others to donate. I made calling board 
members as donors part of my regular annual fundraising schedule. I asked them 
to donate, and I often had to remind them to do so. We did invite major individual 
donors to join CTBS’s board occasionally – but this practice can be complicated, as 
wealthy individuals may move or have other commitments. 

Reporting on fundraising activities, assessing successes/shortfalls, and planning 
for the future should be a regular item on board meeting agendas. 

Evaluate efforts realistically and move on when needed.

As you fundraise, you will inevitably encounter setbacks. At these moments, it is 
important to “cut bait and move on.” You should be honest about failures or places 
where the needle is either not moving at all or not moving enough given the efforts 
you have made.

CTBS’s experience with congregations versus wealthy individuals illustrates this; 
perhaps even more pointedly, CTBS’s experience with third-stream income does 
so as well. Some Majority World seminaries have focused on third-stream projects 
to generate sustainable local funds. A school in Ethiopia developed rental space 
on their urban campuses; that income covers a significant part of faculty salaries. 
In Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and India, seminaries have built conference 
centers and hotels to generate income; in some cases, they have repurposed 
underutilized facilities. Other schools have embarked on farming projects 
(livestock, fish), bakeries, brick-making workshops, and grocery stores. 

Yet these projects have their own risks and require considerable seed capital 
and sound management. While I was at CTBS, we tried a third-stream project that 
was only partly successful and that fell flat when I realized that it was taking too 
much of my time. This project was a charity shop. The women’s ministry of our 
denomination had funded most of their work through a string of charity shops 
around South Africa that were quite successful, so CTBS decided to try that model 
as well. 

As CTBS’s fundraising leader, I effectively became manager of the charity shop 
(even though we hired someone to do so). We thought that I would only need 
to oversee it for a year and then that we could hire a more effective full-time 
manager, but the shop simply took too much time. It was also not ideally located 
in the community. It did make a profit but not enough to balance the investment 
of my time. Eventually, we decided to move ownership of the shop to our 
denomination’s old age home. (They resolved the problems CTBS encountered by 
relocating the shop altogether.) Illustrating the importance of context, though: 
Our sister seminary in Johannesburg also opened a charity shop, and it has 
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become quite successful because of its location.

While you are fundraising, then, evaluate your efforts honestly. Examine your 
context and how much benefit the seminary is seeing from each specific avenue 
you are pursuing. Ask not just, “Is it profitable?” but “Is it profitable enough?”, 
and be prepared to change course.

Establish protocols for managing funds as they come in.

When you do succeed, your seminary should be prepared to receive gifts as 
they come. Establish wise financial protocols to maintain transparency and good 
stewardship of funds. 

When that record-breaking legacy gift came to CTBS, we were surprised by its 
size, but we were not surprised by its arrival: that person had been among my 
relationships for years. Knowing that she would likely give generously, we had set 
up protocols for what to do with such a legacy. Of course, donors (especially major 
donors like this woman) can tell the seminary how to use their gift. In our case, 
this woman’s wishes aligned to CTBS’s policy, thanks to the relationship we had 
developed. 

Our policy requires large donations to be invested so that CTBS can use the 
interest alone without touching the initial gift. When a big donation comes, 
most of the money goes into this endowment. However, 10% of the money goes 
immediately to CTBS as a tithe to be used however the seminary needs (to fill a 
hole in the budget, pay for a special project, etc.). As the donation produces 
interest, one-third of the interest comes to CTBS if we need it. Two-thirds of the 
interest goes back into the fund, increasing the amount of the endowment and, 
therefore, the next year’s interest. If CTBS does not need that initial one-third, we 
save it – a savings that has helped the seminary weather financial hardships. In 
extraordinary circumstances (like the 2008 financial crisis), after a certain length 
of time has passed in crisis, CTBS can draw larger amounts out of the capital 
investment (as dictated by policy).

Because of CTBS’s South African context, its policies are unique. Consider what 
policies in your context would help your seminary steward the fruits of your 
fundraising.
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Principles in Practice: Planning, 
Staffing, and Tracking Fundraising

Create a fundraising plan.

Seminaries are often involved intuitively in fundraising, but they need to set 
meaningful, achievable fundraising goals. Such goals should be grounded in 
existing needs. By this I do not mean that seminaries should remain in the 
“poverty” or “just-getting-by” mentality that only keeps the lights on. (Examples 
include doing scant maintenance on buildings that results in major problems over 
time, or maintaining low salaries that eventually cause faculty attrition, or not 
consistently adding resources to the library.) Instead, answer the question, “What 
do we need right now financially to achieve our mission?” with a perspective that 
looks toward sustainable growth. The least expensive programs in the short-term 
may not be the best long-term for helping the seminary serve the Church. Goals 
should be grounded in looking to the future. As Emmanuel Bellon suggests, 
fundraising should allow the school “to meet the needs of this present generation 
without having to compromise the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs” (2017). Seminaries need to create fundraising plans that provide for such 
continuity.

A fundraising plan will help the school stop being reactive and become proactive 
in seeking to address its funding needs. It will help you build confidence by 
providing evidence for what works and what does not. Even when a planned 
approach to fundraising is initially unsuccessful, afterward, if it has been tracked, 
it can be evaluated (through tangible results or clear lack thereof ) and improved. 

While a fundraising plan may sound intimidating, this need not be the case. A 
good starting point for a fundraising plan is a simple list of the school’s efforts 
over the past year: What mailings have gone out, and to whom? Which donors 
have been called or emailed? What donor events have been hosted? Talk to your 
team – staff, board, even faculty – to help you compile this list. 

Next, define what you mean by “succeeded” and “failed” for each activity. 
“Success” may look different for a monthly newsletter than it does for an annual 
gala. Not every communication results in direct donations, but communicating 
vision is key to maintaining connections to the school’s ministry so that donors 
will continue to give. Again, work with your team to define these terms in ways 
that are appropriate for your school and activities. “Success” for a gala might 
mean a certain number of dollars raised or new contacts added to the mailing 
list; “success” for an emailed newsletter might mean a certain number of “clicks” 
without any expectations for money coming in; “success” for a phone call to a 
long-term donor might mean a slightly larger check or a new connection to one of 
their friends. 

After defining terms, you can evaluate the items on the list: What went well? What 
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didn’t? Why did a particular newsletter, phone call, or event “succeed”? Or fail? 
(Remember to use your definitions; you may need to shift them as you go.) Once 
more, work with your team. Others may see successes of which you are not aware.

You should also consider your donor base. Who are your school’s donors? Where 
do they come from? Are they alumni or members of a certain denomination? 
How do they hear about the school? Might there be others like them nearby who 
haven’t heard about the school yet? 

After this exercise, you and your team can use this list to create an annual 
fundraising plan. Focus on activities that “succeeded” (again, as defined for your 
situation). A fundraising plan usually has the following features:

• Activity: An opportunity that generates funds (third-stream business, 
donor mailing, phone call, event (gala/dinner/concert), speaking 
engagement, etc.)

• Audience: What specific donor group will this activity target (alumni, 
denomination, local church, general public, etc.)? 

• Goal: Based on previous years’ experience, what do you expect from this 
activity this year? (Consider building in an increase that is reasonable for 
your situation for this year if it is a repeated activity, or gauge what the 
goal should be for a first-time activity based on your knowledge of your 
context.).

• Strategies: What actual steps will you have to take to get this activity off 
the ground? How will you approach the targeted existing or prospective 
donors?

• Timeframe with actual dates: How long will the activity take? (You can 
transfer this to the seminary’s administrative calendar to keep everyone 
on the team in the loop.) 

• Costs: How much will this activity cost in relation to effort? (In other 
words, what is the net gain? In addition, how much does the activity cost 
in time and personnel? Do you have the right people to manage it?)

Regarding costs, you should evaluate how productive an activity actually is in 
relation to how much it costs the school. This evaluation is especially necessary 
for third stream projects. If a bakery raises $15,000 in revenue but costs the school 
$13,000, is it really that effective as an income source? A bakery requires bakers 
and managers; hotels require staff; all activities will likely require attention from 
you. Is the final return worth the extra time, staff, and attention? 
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Below is an example of a basic fundraising plan: 

Amounts are expressed in US dollars as a guide; costs vary from region to region.

A fundraising plan can be formulated in many ways, even as a basic Word 
document. Choose whatever format is simplest and clearest for you.

Mobilize support staff. 

I have already discussed this point, so I will only mention it briefly here. 
Seminaries may need to find a staff member who can help the president and 
board by faithfully doing data entry, organizing events, and so forth. This person 
does not need to be a fundraiser. They just need to be an administrator. You do 
not even necessarily need to add a new full-time staff member. Perhaps a recent 
graduate who has a passion for the seminary could fill this position volunteer 
or with a small stipend. Perhaps a student’s spouse would be willing to help. Or 
perhaps an existing staff member could designate time toward fundraising – for 
instance, the existing executive assistant. No matter whether the school asks an 
existing staff member to do this work, or finds a volunteer, or hires a whole 
department, whoever joins the fundraising team must support the president, 
not replace him. 

Establish data management systems that facilitate fundraising.

Seminaries need to develop consistent data management systems for 
fundraising. Although this may sound onerous, it is essential for success. You 
need to know which donors have been asked for money, who has given, how 
much they gave, and when they gave it; you also need to know their preferences 
for communications and giving. Tracking allows you to plan, to reach out to new 
donors, and to follow up on consistent supporters without duplicating or 
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Conclusion

confusing your efforts. Even a simple Excel spreadsheet can help a seminary track 
important donor information. This spreadsheet should include:

• Donor names (and family members’ names if applicable)

• Addresses

• Phone numbers

• Emails

• Church affiliation

• Donation history 

Find a system that works for you, even if you are only able to implement a 
paper-based system. You do not need to purchase a large software package 
(many of which do not integrate well with one another or with existing 
accounting software). Investment in donor management software should be done 
cautiously, because some only require a one-time purchase fee, while others come 
with monthly fees. CTBS was able to purchase an effective software package at a 
reasonable price. It suited our purposes given our local tax record requirements. 
We eventually replaced it with a package developed by one of our alumni who 
ran an IT support service for Christian nonprofits. However, we could simply have 
adapted an Excel spreadsheet to meet our need for donor engagement, and this 
may be the easiest, most cost-effective way for many seminaries. 

Whatever donor management system you choose, be sure to keep it up-to-date. 
A donor management system is an essential tool to help you be intentional, but 
it can only do that if its information is accurate. (You can delegate this task to an 
assistant if necessary.) Similarly, be sure to keep the fundraising plan up-to-date. 
In both cases, intentionality on your part will keep donors engaged and happy to 
talk to you. Intentionality is the antidote for sporadic, ad-hoc, desperate 
fundraising that will only frustrate and discourage everyone.

While financial constraints are a constant reality in theological education, 
seminaries do not need to remain hamstrung due to lack of finances. We fundraise 
for the sake of Christ’s Kingdom and to steward the resources He has given us. 
Even during the pandemic, the basic tenets of fundraising have been validated. 
Recently, a seminary president from Eastern Europe wrote to me:

Fundraising during the pandemic has reinforced some knowledge I had 
regarding fundraising: First, people always want to be part of something 
bigger in their life; they want to be part of God’s mission. This is still true in 
the pandemic. Second, people are motived to participate for two reasons – 
relationships and impact. People rarely want just to meet needs; they want to 
provide resources for impact, for making a difference.
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These facts were true before the pandemic, and they are still true now. Ultimately, 
fundraising unites the body of Christ so that all its members grow in Him.

References

Bellon, Emmanuel. Leading Financial Sustainability in Theological Institutions: The African Perspective. 
Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2017. 

Frank, John R. and R. Scott Rodin. Development 101: Building a Comprehensive Development Program 
on Biblical Values. Colbert: Kingdom Life Publishing, 2015. 

Hardy, Steven A. Excellence in Theological Education: Effective Training for Church Leaders. Carlisle: 
Langham, 2016.

Kapyepye, Mavuto. Resource Mobilization for NGOs in the Developing World: Current and Emerging 
Practices. London: Adonis & Abbey Publishers, 2013.

Lord, James Gregory. The Raising of Money: Thirty-Five Essentials Every Trustee Should Know. 
Cleveland: Philanthropic Quest International, 1987. 

Miller, Sharon, Anthony Ruger, and Barbara Wheeler. Great Expectations: Fundraising Prospects for 
Theological Schools. Auburn Studies, no. 14 (August 2009): 1-24.

Nouwen, Henry. The Spirituality of Fund-Raising. Nashville: Upper Room Ministries, 2004. 

Russell, Brian A. Totally Committed to Christ: Being a Faithful Steward of God. Darlington: EP Books, 
2004. 

Smith, Larry. “In Pursuit of Sustainability: Strategy & Planning for Theological Education.” InSights 
Journal for Global Theological Education 4, no. 1 (November 2018): 13-24.

--. “Olive Oil, Theological Education, and Economics.” InSights Journal for Global Theological Education 
1, no. 1 (October 2015): 31-33. 

Zachary, Lois J. The Mentor’s Guide: Facilitating Effective Learning Relationships. San Francisco: John 
Wiley & Sons, 2012. 

Linzay Rinquest

Linzay Rinquest joined ScholarLeaders in 2020 to help lead the Vital SustainAbility 
Initiative. From 2006 to 2019, he was Principal/CEO of Cape Town Baptist Seminary in Cape 
Town, South Africa, where he previously served as Senior Lecturer and Registrar/ Academic 
Dean. In 2018, he was also President of the Baptist Union of Southern Africa, having served 
on the regional and national executives. He lives in Cape Town with his wife and three 
children.



45

Constructing a Model of 
Theological Education for 

Contemporary China: Retrieving 
Insights from Jia Yuming  

Brian Siu Kit Chiu
Abstract

Introduction

This article examines the model of theological education developed by Jia Yuming 
(1880–1964), who established a Bible school emphasizing spiritual formation. 
Jia envisioned his school of spirituality as a place that holistically cultivated holy 
persons by integrating spiritual formation, biblical-theological knowledge, and 
mission. Jia’s model balanced cultivation of heart and mind to encourage students 
to be “Christ-human.” This model also dealt with China’s moral issues by 
connecting Christianity and Confucianism. In light of Jia’s approach, today’s 
Chinese theological education should be prophetic, heart-transforming, 
communal, holistic, practical, and contextual. (This paper is revised from a paper 
presented at the 72nd Annual Meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society 
(online) on November 20, 2020.)

In its modernization, 21st-century China (People’s Republic) is materially rich but 
spiritually impoverished and morally disordered. These issues open opportunities 
for Christianity to strengthen China. As China now has the fastest-growing 
Christian population in the world, what model of theological education will serve 
China by meeting its needs for moral reconstruction? 

Edward Farley called for constructing an integrative and contextualized theological 
education by retrieving resources from the past (Farley, 1983; Banks, 1999, 19). 
This article answers that call by examining the model of theological education 
developed by Jia Yuming (1880-1964), a Chinese Protestant leader in the first half 
of the 20th century. Jia was the first in the history of Protestantism in China to 
establish a Bible school emphasizing spiritual formation. It was named the 
Christian School of Spirituality (also known as CSS) (1936-1956). It operated with 
a contextualized model that integrated Christianity with elements of Confucianism 
in order to deal with China’s moral issues. Though Jia’s theology has been studied 
(Kwok, 2014; Xie, 2008; Wang, 2016, 2017), his vision of education and his school’s 
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model have often been ignored. 

This article argues that Jia’s model of integrative and contextualized theological 
education offers valuable resources for 21st-century China for renewing national 
morality. The article discusses issues brought up in recent discussions concerning 
theological education and spiritual/moral formation. It then explores Jia’s theology 
and his approach to education. It concludes with recommendations inspired by 
Jia’s model for today’s Chinese theological education.

Theological Education and 
Spiritual/Moral Formation

The task of theology is to build bridges between eternal truth and ever-shifting 
human situations. During China’s current crisis, morality has become a central 
issue (He, 2015, 21). For Christianity, morality is genuine human flourishing, 
entailing living in a Christlike manner and bearing witness to the reign of God 
through the work of the Spirit (Connors and McCormick, 1998, vi). Spiritual and 
moral formation have a central role in theological education. 

Although spiritual/moral formation and contextualization should be an integral 
part of theological education, these themes seem to have dropped out of 
theological education in many contexts. Farley called for significant reform to 
restore the unity of theological education (Farley, 1983, 151, 156). Richard Neuhaus 
further argued that the root of problems in theological education arose from 
the emergence of universities in the twelfth century; these separated holistic 
education into various disciplines (Neuhaus, 1992, 80-81, 91). Echoing Farley’s 
and Neuhaus’s comments, Roberts Banks suggested a retrieval of aspects of the 
“classic” model and explores a missional model alternative to the current ones 
(Banks, 1999). In sum, theological educators even today urge a reintegration of 
academics, professional training, and spiritual formation in theological education 
so that it will develop God’s workers.

Jia’s Concern for Spiritual/Moral Formation

During the first two decades of the 20th century, many Chinese intellectuals saw 
China’s moral and social order as collapsing. Many Christian intellectuals 
regarded Christianity as a tool to rescue the nation and build a modern society 
(Bays, 2012, 102-103). Intellectuals increasingly agreed that virtue was the way to 
turn China into a modern nation. However, at the time, missionaries in China ran 
Westernized institutions in a context different from those in their home countries. 
The education the missionaries provided focused heavily on intellectual 
development and demanded that the Chinese altogether abandon their former 
beliefs and practices in following Christ (Ng, 2014, 70).
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By the mid-1930s, no theological education approach had adapted to the 
Chinese social situation that could address Chinese culture. Dissatisfaction over 
Westernized institutions – with little spiritual development and contextual 
concern – caused Chinese Christian educators to embark on a quest to reexamine 
the purpose of theological education. Among the most passionate educators was 
Jia, who began teaching in 1915 at Nanking Theological Seminary (NTS) (Kwok, 
2014, 148; Lui, 2013, 111-112). To counter the suffocating intellectual focus of 
Western seminaries, Jia’s heaviest burden was the spiritual formation of Chinese 
Christians, leading to national transformation. Jia saw that theological institutions 
tended to concentrate on imparting knowledge, but the cultivation of intellect did 
not necessarily result in Christian character. Because church leaders must help 
believers grow in maturity, theological education must nurture potential leaders so 
that they will be mature. However, intellect-focused theological schools deviated 
from the holistic model of theological education revealed in Scripture and church 
history, Jia believed.

In Jia’s understanding, the true models for all theological schools are “the school 
of the prophets” – the naioth (“dwellings”) in Ramah – and medieval monasteries 
(Jia, 2011, 2:206-207). Jia took Samuel as a prototypical theological educator, the 
first to establish prophet schools (1 Sam. 7:17, 10:8-9, 19:29-42; 2 Kings 2:1-6). 
These schools were places of fellowship where prophet-students assembled to 
worship and pray, to study God’s Word, and to ask God for wisdom. In church 
history, the best imitator of Samuel’s schools were medieval monasteries. Thus, Jia 
held that theological schools should aim to produce “prophets” who serve Christ’s 
church by preaching God’s words (Jia, 2011, 2:178-180). In Jia’s eyes, the Western 
model of seminary education did not achieve this goal. The ancient schools of the 
prophets and medieval monasteries made spiritual formation primary and 
doctrinal teaching secondary, while Chinese seminaries made doctrinal teaching 
primary (Jia, 2011, 2:206-207). 

Due to his dissatisfaction with North China Theological Seminary, Jia founded
a new theological institution, the Christian School of Spirituality, in Nanking 
(now Nanjing), in October 1936, with a mission to integrate spiritual formation 
in seminary training (Xie, 2008, 56-64). Following the pattern of medieval 
institutions, Jia named his institution “school of spirituality” rather than 
“seminary”, “school of theology”, or “divinity school,” expressing his vision of 
launching a new category of theological institution in China (Wang, 2016, 117). 
Jia’s desire for such a paradigm shift in China echoed the fifth pious wish of Philip 
Jacob Spener, the founder of German Pietism, in his proposal for the correction 
of theological education (Spener, 1964, 103). Like Spener, Jia rooted theological 
education in moral formation: “piety,” “holistic formation,” and “spiritual/moral 
growth” all mean that a student would grow to become a “Christ-human.” 
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To reform Chinese theological education to follow the prophetic pattern, Jia 
established a Christocentric goal – that students become “Christ-humans.” 
According to his theology, humanity is created for God’s glory in the Imago Dei, 
God’s image. The prototype of human life is the God-man, Christ, in whom the 
two lives – God’s life and human life – unite perfectly (Jia, 1987, 1.3.1, 1.4.4). 
Becoming a “Christ-human,” for whom “to live is Christ,” is the purpose for which 
Christ saved sinners (Jia, 1997, 3:278-282). Christian sanctification means being 
“Christ-ified” to attain the fullness of Christ (Gal. 2:20; Eph. 4:13)(Jia, 1987, 2.6.3). 

For Jia, signs of spiritual maturity are consistency in faith, knowledge, and action 
(Jia, 1987, 5.10); living according to a high moral standard (Lui, 2013, 152); and 
bearing spiritual fruit (1 Cor. 4:14-15)(Jia, 1997, 3:335-336). Jia also framed spiritual 
maturity in parallel with the three stages that Elijah experienced (1 Kings 17:2-24)
(Jia, 2011, 2:325-329): living upon God’s daily, heavenly provision and submitting 
to God’s will (17:2-7); humility before God and people, living among those who 
have faith in God, and giving before receiving (17:8-16); and trusting God’s 
promises, healing, and power during trials (17:17-24).

Jia’s theory of the Christ-human shared similarities with Confucianism’s teachings 
on the original nature of humanity. Jia saw conscience, also called “moral heart” 
(dào dé xin), as the true nature of human beings, an expression of the true image 
of an innocent human originally rooted in God’s image (Jia, 1996, 2:128-129). Jia 
referred to the moral heart as having four functions: “the nature of delighting in 
good and hating evil,” “the mind to differentiate right and wrong,” “the emotion 
moved by good and evil,” and “the will to determine obedience or disobedience.” 
These functions resonated with three aspects of Mencius’ “four sprout of 
goodness” (sì shàn duan) in human hearts: the heart of “shame, right and wrong, 
and compassion” (Kwok, 2014, 151; Mencius 6A; adapted translations of Mencius 
are from Lau 2003). (Mencius was a Chinese Confucian philosopher.) Moreover, 
Jia’s idea that the true nature of human beings has to be perfected through trials 
is similar to Mencius’s. Jia held that even if a man was innocent, trials were 
necessary, given by God for him to be perfected to arrive at a high spirituality (Jia, 
1996, 2:131); similarly, Mencius expressed that Heaven always places a man in 
trials to perfect him before placing a great burden on him (Mencius 6B).   

Jia’s theory of the Christ-human, however, is characterized by Christ-centeredness, 
which distinguishes it from Confucianism. Jia explained that God’s image was 
fully manifested in the life of the incarnated Logos – the Christ-human – who, as 
a perfect human on earth, represented God, reflected the supreme good, learned 
obedience, and overcame trials (Heb. 5:7-9)(Jia, 1996, 2:128-129). Having been 
perfected, Christ became the perfect moral exemplar for all human beings (Jia, 
1997, 3:24-27). 

Jia’s Theology of the 
Christ-Human & Confucianism
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At the same time, Jia’s theory of the Christ-human actually resembles the concept 
of “the union of heaven and the human” (tian rén hé yi ) that lies at the heart of 
Chinese philosophies (Ching, 1993, 5-6). The ancient Chinese referred to “heaven” 
(Tian) as their supreme god (shàngdì) (Feuchtwang, 2016, 147-148). The union 
concept, first taught by the 5th-century BC Mozi and later better known through 
Confucians and other Chinese religions, guides a spiritual quest for harmony 
between human and heavenly orders. In Confucian teaching, unity arose out of a 
primeval experience in which human beings possessed heaven and later moved 
from a natural or cosmic harmony to an increasingly social harmony (Ching, 1993, 
5-6). By the early 20th century, China had been under the influence of Confucian 
ideas of preserving social harmony in accordance with the ordering principle of 
heaven for over two thousand years.

Jia found a similar concept of union in Christianity in believers’ union with Christ. 
As Jia put it,

The union between the believers and Christ is the greatest mystery. This is the 
beginning of our Christian spirituality and the deepest fact in the believers’ 
experience... On the night of the betrayal, our Lord Jesus explained this union 
(John 15:1-7) and prayed for this (John 17). Paul also repeatedly illustrated this 
union as he has the deepest experience (Gal. 2:20). (Jia, 1997, 3:306)

Referencing Paul’s experience illustrated in Philippians 1, Jia maintained that there 
are three stages in Christian growth, namely, “for Christ (vv. 13–14),” “like Christ 
(v. 20),” and “be Christ (v. 21)” (Jia, 1987, 6.8.1-3). In the final stage of Christian 
spirituality, believers will be filled with Christ’s life – not that believers will become 
Christ Himself but that they will live out a life in which “to live is Christ” (Jia, 1987, 
6.8.3). In this sense, with a similar telos, Jia’s theology of the Christ-human 
connected Christianity to Confucianism (Kwok, 2014, 155-156).

Like Christianity, Confucianism is ultimately concerned for morality and social 
order. Living in an age when Confucian intellectuals were troubled by disorder, 
Jia explicitly integrated Confucian moral culture into his theology of the union of 
humans and Christ (Kwok, 2014, 146). Jia witnessed Confucian culture collapsing 
because of the New Culture movement (modern liberal culture), which swept 
China and its churches in his days. He argued that seminarians and evangelists 
should not blindly abandon all traditional Chinese philosophies but study them 
critically and renew them with the truth (Jia, 1996, 1:65-68). To withstand the 
decline in morality of his time, Jia in his New Apologetics suggested that 
mysticism and cultural blending are two elements essential for constructing 
Chinese theology and carrying on evangelism in China (Jia, 1925, 259) because a 
search for mystical experiences is deeply rooted in Chinese culture, and some of 
its moral values that are based on God’s general revelation should be retained.

The life of the Christ-humans also mirrors Confucian values in how Christ-humans 
treat their families and how they act in society. Both Confucius and Mencius taught 
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that achieving morality, self-sacrificing for others’ good, and even being martyred 
for the sake of society are the highest moral standards. Confucius explained that 
a humane person has to kill himself/herself to achieve humaneness (rén) when 
there is a conflict between living out humaneness and preserving one’s life (Sha 
shen chéng rén) (The Analects of Confucius, 15.9;  94). Mencius puts it similarly: 
a righteous person must sacrifice one’s life to achieve justice/righteousness (yì) 
when he/she has to choose between the two (she shen qu yì) (Mencius, 11.10; Lin, 
2017, 77). Paralleling this morality, Jia described Christ-humans as being willing 
to be submissive to their parents, love and serve their neighbors, and sacrifice 
their own lives for others (Jia, 1997, 3:293-295). Jia understood the core ethos of 
Christianity to be Christ’s self-sacrificing spirit (Mark 10:45). With this same spirit, 
Christ-humans are called to give their lives to build up society and to expand 
Christ’s Kingdom (Jia, 1997, 3:334-340). 

Although Christianity and Confucianism seem to achieve the same goal, Jia drew a 
huge redemptive/soteriological difference between Christianity and Confucianism. 
The union of Christ and the human that Jia taught is a form of heteronomous 
salvation, while Confucianism’s union of heaven and the human is a form of 
self-cultivation (xiushen) (Kwok, 2014, 147). Jia criticized Confucians for a 
misconception about human perfection: that humans could be perfected through 
effort. This had caused Confucianism to fall into empty rituals (Jia, 1996, 1:131-6; 
1997, 3:225). Instead, Jia emphasized that achieving perfection (Christ-humanity) 
is made possible only by a mystical union between the spirit of believers and that 
of Christ (1 Cor. 6:17)(Jia, 1997, 312-313). With this spiritual union, Christ infuses 
his spiritual life into a believer to empower him to live in a new way (Jia, 1997, 
3:312). Thus, Christianity is centered on Christ and grace, whereas Confucianism is 
focused on one’s efforts in attaining perfection. 

Overall, though, Jia referred to the truths in all religions in the world as  “faint 
lights” of the true light of Christ (John 1:9; Ps. 94:10). They can help shine lights 
in people’s hearts, as seen, for example, in concepts used by Confucianism, 
Buddhism, and Taoism – “heavens,” “hell,” “sins,” and “repentance.” These 
concepts help prepare people’s hearts for Christ (Jia, 1997, 3:12-13). Therefore, Jia 
retained Confucianism’s morality because he believed that Chinese religions had 
a general revelation from which theological educators could learn. Jia expected 
that the students of his institution would not blindly abandon traditional Chinese 
culture but renew it with biblical truths (Jia, 1925, 259).  An example of how Jia 
renewed Confucianism with biblical truths is the concept of fellowshipping with 
God in prayer. Confucius taught people to fear “Heaven” and not to sin against 
him, or “If you offend Heaven, there is no one you can pray to” (The Analects of 
Confucius, 3.13; Jia, 1996, 133). Jia explained that since no one has ever seen 
God, the ancient Chinese people thought too lowly of themselves. They lost their 
God-fearing heart and turned to idolatry. In Christianity, human fellowship with 
God can be renewed because God has revealed Himself to us in the incarnated 
Christ – the only begotten Son – (John 1:18; Heb. 1:3).
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To illustrate more fully what it means to be a Christ-human in theological 
education, this article will turn to a few examples from Jia’s practices that were 
unprecedented in contemporary Chinese theological education and that redefined 
the structure of theological education: laying a foundation of personal spiritual 
formation; discerning theological truth; pursuing missional revival; learning living 
faith through prayer; and exercising an ecumenical spirit. 

Personal Spiritual Formation

The daily schedule for personal formation at Jia’s school included individual 
and corporate prayer, worship, and Bible reading. The corporate prayer meeting 
covered intercession for churches, the nations, and evangelism. Students were 
required to finish reading the whole Bible at least once a semester. 

In addition to the individual dimension, Jia realized the importance of the 
community for personal formation. His institution operated not in the style of 
an academy but of a family. Teachers and students lived together in Jesus’s love 
(Wang, 2016, 115). For example, during the second Sino-Japanese War, the 
institution was relocated to an isolated mountain near Chengdu, a central 
city in Sichuan, an inland province in western China. 20 students studied in a 
primitive and poorly equipped school building and lived together with simple food 
and accommodation. Teachers and students not only learned together but also 
lived, cooked, ate, and even did the household chores together like a big family 
(Wang, 2016, 116). This kind of secluded living, for Jia, resembled the three years 
of mystical and hidden experience the apostle Paul had in Arabia before starting 
his ministry (Gal. 1:13-24) (Jia, 2011, 5:434-436), and was necessary to prepare 
students for later ministry.

Discerning Theological Truth

Jia was deeply concerned that students learn to discern theological purity. Since 
retaking control of education in the mid-1920s, the Chinese government had 
demanded that all missionary schools, except private ones, no longer propagate 
any religion. In addition, from the late 1920s to the early 1930s, modernizing 
curricular reforms took place in the traditional theological educational system 
that shifted its focus from a dogmatic, confessional, pastoral, and evangelistic 
orientation to a more academic, interdisciplinary, pluralistic, and secular 
orientation (Ng, 2014, 71-74). The reconstruction of the curriculum was best seen 
in the example of the School of Theology of Yenching University (later renamed 
“Yenching School of Religion”)  (Ng, 2014, 74-75). As the dean of Yenching T. C. 
Chao declared, the Bible had to be reinterpreted as a historical, cultural, and 
moral text, and the elements of orthodox faith such as virgin birth, miracles, 

Jia’s Approach to Theological 
Education: The Christ-Human in Action Vol. 6  N

o. 2



June 2021

52

resurrection, judgment, and Christ’s second coming had to be rejected through 
the lens of science and the social gospel (Chao, 1927). Jia likened these liberal 
elements to the poison of “wild gourds” (2 Kings 4:38–41; Jia, 2011, 3:32-33). 
Such false teachings damaged students’ faith and deadened their spirituality. 

To counteract these poisons, Jia offered classes that gave students a strong 
foundation in Old Testament/New Testament, doctrines, church history, and 
spiritual discernment (Wang, 2016, 110). Classes taught students fundamental 
doctrines, but Jia believed that doctrines should not be connected with students’ 
intellectual development only but also students’ personal spirituality. In his view, 
a sound biblical-theological teaching should be “a pure, spiritual milk” to nourish 
the  soul (1 Pet. 2:1-3)(Jia, 2011, 8:123-128). The rational mind needs to be 
spiritualized so that it will be renewed, submissive to, and properly used by the 
spirit (Jia, 1997, 3:322-330). 

To have life-impacting teaching, Jia emphasized that in their living teachers 
must be first permeated themselves with the Holy Spirit and Holy Word through 
personal fellowship with God in prayer (Jia, 2011, 3:29-32). Course content must 
be first spiritually digested by teachers to become part of their life so that all their 
teaching would nourish their students (Jia, 2011, 8:123-128). Jia did not explicitly 
mention how he chose which faculty to hire, but he expected that teachers’ 
personal spiritual nourishment would be a prerequisite for teaching in his school. 
This concept that one’s doing (teaching) cannot be divorced from one’s being 
and that one’s being must come before one’s doing is similar to the “sage-king” 
concept – “being sage inside and being kingly outside” (nèi shèng wài wáng) – in 
Confucianism. 

Pursuing Missional Revival

Although Jia believed that personal spirituality would lead to social 
transformation, he rejected the idea of the social gospel, which was prominent in 
theological institutions. Jia did not oppose the idea that ministries should reform 
society, but he questioned the spirituality of “social gospelers.” Referencing the 
failure of the children of Israel (2 Sam. 6:1–11), Jia described social gospels as 
using an ox-cart to restore the Ark (Jia, 2011, 3:251-252). He argued that unless 
Christian workers first paid attention to their spiritual growth, their ministries 
would not be fruitful (Jia, 2011, 3:251), that only after people are regenerated can 
they truly transform society (Jia, 1987, 5.4.1). He, therefore, ranked preaching the 
Gospel and winning souls above social improvements. Jia’s revivalistic thought 
that social change begins with individual change echoes Confucius’s ethical 
ordering of the world, as captured in the phrase, “xiu shen, qí jia, zhì guó, píng 
tian xià” in Confucius’s The Great Learning. In Confucian thought, “moral 
ordering” begins with disciplining one’s self and family life and moves to 
governing the state, managing society, and finally bringing peace to the world 
(Zhang, 2016, 60-61). Personal spiritual development serves as the foundation of 
social and political relations. 
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Jia believed that revival at the church level issues from revival at the personal 
level. The key to having a personal revival, according to Jia, is confession and 
prayer. He stated, “Individuals must first understand how to pray a repenting 
prayer with a contrite heart – asking the Lord to revive the church by reviving me 
first (Ezra 9:1-5). The flames of the church’s revival always first start with burning 
in the hearts of a few leaders or members of the congregation, and then the zeal 
of the revival spreads to the whole congregation” (Jia, 2011, 3:215-216). Jia 
integrated prayer for revival into his school’s daily schedule: personal prayer from 
6:00 to 7:00 a.m. and 2:00 to 4:00 p.m., corporate worship from 8:00 to 8:40 a.m., 
corporate prayer from 6:30 to 8:00 p.m, and other prayers in small groups (Wang, 
2016, 113-114). 

Thus, differing from other institutions that emphasized academic research, Jia’s 
institution focused equipping students to become Christ-like evangelists with 
the goal of national revival (Jia, 1990, 75-76). Jia required all his students to take 
classes in practical theology and evangelism (Wang, 2016, 110). For this missional 
purpose, from the very first day of his school, Jia maintained a close relationship 
with several well-known preachers and revivalists such as John Sung (1901-1944) 
and Ding Limei (1871-1936) (Bays, 2012, 105). Jia affiliated his school with “the 
Chinese Christian Evangelistic Band” led by Sung and Ding so that graduates 
might participate in cross-denominational revivalism (Wang, 2016, 108-110). 

Learning Living Faith through Prayer

For Jia, faith is a basic lesson that every student of theological education should 
learn. This faith is not just a doctrinal but experiential. Faith means depending on 
Christ moment-by-moment, just as Christ depended on His Father. Jia emphasized 
that a seminary should be a place that provides students an environment to 
learn such deep experiential, even mystical, lessons of faith (Jia, 1987, 6.2). Jia 
demonstrated trust in God’s provision by praying throughout the process of the 
school’s establishment (Wang, 2016, 108).

Jia was very critical of contemporary seminaries whose finances were heavily 
dependent on foreign missions, which showed a lack of living faith (Wang, 2017, 
112). Jia insisted that his school must be an institution supported by itself rather 
than by foreign missions. To nurture living faith, his school did not pay a regular 
salary to faculty or charge tuition (it charged fees for meals, accommodation, and 
miscellaneous expenses)(Wang, 2016, 117-118). This practice became a test of faith 
for faculty and students who had to depend on God in prayer for their support. Jia 
recognized this kind of faith as an indispensable lesson that a seminary must use 
to help its faculty and students to mature. 

Exercising an Ecumenical Spirit

Though he had a conservative theological confession, Jia maintained that a 
theological institution should not be bound by denominations. Rather, it should 
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Recommendations for Today’s
Chinese Theological Education

aim to nurture spiritual workers for all churches. Jia distinguished the true church 
from the visible church, which includes both true and false believers (Matthew 
13)(Jia, 2011, 1:24-27; 1987, 7.9.1-2). The true church is a spiritual entity – Christ’s 
Body and Bride – made up of those who are regenerated (Wang, 2016, 112). 

Hence, a theological institution should not be bound by any denomination or 
theological creed, which emphasize the visible group of believers, not the invisible 
Body of Christ. Rather, theological institutions should educate all believers so that 
more souls are saved and more Christians seek not only right faith but also right 
love, living, and practice (Wang, 2016, 112). Graduates should be encouraged to 
serve across a wide range of churches.

In the history of Christianity in China, Jia was a pioneer who launched a new 
model of theological institution. Robert Banks lists four criteria to assess how 
well a theological institution fulfills its goals: (1) if it balances spiritual formation, 
professional development, and academic excellence; (2) if it relates to its context; 
(3) if it creates opportunities for intellectual exchange, experience of community, 
and inclusion of minorities; (4) if it provides a curriculum that integrates theory 
and practice and relates theology to significant issues (Banks, 1999, 9). According 
to Banks’s criteria, Jia’s institution was a success. 

As 20th-century China struggled with modernization and moral, social, and political 
disorder, Jia’s school of spirituality revitalized Chinese theological education. It 
met the urgent need for spiritually mature pastors who would guide believers to 
live their faith. It contributed to the explosive growth in Christianity in China even 
before the People’s Republic was founded.

Though all theological schools closed during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), 
China’s theological education was rehabilitated in 1981 shortly after the advent 
of the “open-door” policy. At present, 21 Protestant theological seminaries and 
Bible schools are registered in the country; all are under restrictive government 
policy and the overseership of the China Christian Council (CCC) and the National 
Committee of Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) (The Protestant Churches 
in China, 2021). Now, as China enters the second stage of modernization, 
Chinese society again experiences moral decay (Cheng, 2015, xv-xl). Once more, 
theological education should have a critical role in China’s moral reconstruction. 
Jia’s school of spirituality offers Chinese theological education today four valuable 
insights for an integrative and contextualized model of theological education:

1. Chinese theological education must be heart-transforming (He, 2015). 
Faculty at theological institutions must first focus on students’ spiritual 
growth. They can take practical steps to nurture this growth – overseeing 
individual prayer and sustained Bible reading, training students to wait on 
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God for financial provision, equipping students with an ecumenical vision of 
the church, etc. Heart transformation includes spiritual virtues – not just 
intellectual virtue but also humility, openness to correction, constructive 
questioning, an irenic spirit, responsibility, self-sacrificial service, love for 
one’s neighbors, and care for creation. 

2. Heart transformation requires a communal context. Students’ growth in 
virtue only happens truly in a community (Asaju, 2011, 79-92), so theological 
institutions must emphasize communal as well as individual maturity. 
Modernization, globalization, and urbanization in 21st-century China have 
resulted in a breakdown of traditional community structures (extended family 
and tribal units) and the growth of Westernized individualism. Living in an 
increasingly individualistic environment, many Chinese have become selfish, 
elevating their own needs above the needs of the community. The prevalence 
of internet addiction affects young people, weakening interpersonal 
relationships and causing them to become isolated, in contrast with the strong 
collectivism in Jia’s time. These rapid cultural and technological changes have 
led to a decline in individual ethics and pose serious risks to China’s social 
stability. They have led to cheating, environmental pollution, and corruption 
(Shang et al., 2016).

Character is cultivated and sustained in a community of faith. A school’s 
communal spirit can have a a profound effect on the Chinese theological 
educational imagination. To strengthen this communal spirit, residential 
classes cannot be fully replaced with distance classes. On-campus residence 
should be offered to students so that they may participate in community life 
not only in class but also through worship, activities, and meals. Educators 
should endeavor to foster spiritual transformation within the community. 
School events should develop students’ communal spirit so that students 
learn to practice love, care, and service. 

3. Students with transformed hearts will become prophets to the church and 
society (Lui, 2013). A theological institution should seek to nurture prophets, 
those whom God has called to revive the church. Individual moral formation 
involves being in right relationship with God, oneself, others, and creation – 
relationships that then influence society (Johnson, 1989, 22). 

4. Chinese theological education should be contextual, interacting not only 
with socio-political concerns but also with religion and philosophy. The 
curriculum of Chinese theological institutions teach the basics of 
Confucianism and traditional religions, such as Daoism and Buddhism. 
Students need elementary knowledge of other beliefs while also discerning 
the difference between Christianity and Chinese traditional religions. For 
students serving in China’s atheistic, materialistic, and intercultural context, 
such theoretical discernment is indispensable. It will enable theological 
students to find connections with Chinese intellectuals.



June 2021

56

Conclusion

To implement these principles, theological institutions in China need to take three 
steps (Campbell, 1992, 1-21):

1. Faculty and staff should restructure the curriculum to emphasize morality, 
assessing the values inherent in the current curriculum and re-prioritizing 
spiritual formation. This would echo Jia’s effort to restructure the curriculum 
to center on spiritual formation. Instead of offering an independent spiritual 
formation course, curriculum developers can incorporate spiritual formation in 
curricular offerings by creating morality modules and content within courses 
and by including spiritual disciplines within courses.  

2. Faculty members should rededicate themselves to being spiritual examples. 
This also parallels the emphasis Jia laid on producing exemplary models. 
Institutional leaders can promote faculty development that strengthens 
spiritual growth by assigning spiritual practices, mentoring young faculty or 
organizing peer mentoring, and regularly assessing faculty spirituality. 

3. Administrators should manage the institution in ways that are consistent 
with Christian morality. Jia demonstrated a living faith in establishing and 
managing his school so that the teaching and administrative tasks of 
theological leaders were inseparable from their being. Similarly, institutional 
leaders should foster a spiritual climate by equipping staff to engage spiritual 
realities, developing clear moral guidelines for staff, and providing them with 
resources for further spiritual formation.

This paper has examined how Jia applied theology to develop a Chinese 
theological education that distinctively combines Christian Pietism and 
Confucianism. His model prioritizes spiritual formation and incorporates 
contextual ideas into Christian spirituality so that students in the Chinese context 
could mature to become “Christ-humans.” His integrative and contextualized 
model of theological education is needed now more than ever, not just for Chinese 
churches but for the global church.
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Theological Education and 
Leadership: A Response to 

Leadership Challenges in Africa

Esther O. Ayandokun
Baptist College of Theology, Oyo

Africa needs leaders with integrity to overcome the numerous challenges that its 
nations and churches face. Unfortunately, many leaders both in politics and in the 
Church do not serve with integrity. This article defines Christian leadership with 
integrity. Next, it demonstrates the need for leaders who are ready to serve those 
they lead, particularly by demonstrating integrity. Finally, it suggests some ways 
that theological institutions can train leaders to exercise integrity. 

Abstract

Introduction

Every social group requires effective leadership to achieve its goals. In the family, 
children look for fathers who will guide, protect, and provide for them. In business, 
shareholders and employees clamor for leaders who will increase profits. In 
politics, voters look for leaders who will be true to their word and move the society 
forward (Blackaby 2001, 1-10). The Church looks for leaders who will obey God’s 
Word and maintain the Gospel mission. In every case, people need leaders who 
will give the right direction without selfish ambition. 

Africa, my context, has a special need for men and women whose leadership is 
grounded in integrity (Oke 2005, 20). Sadly, most leaders lack integrity, especially 
in Africa. Speaking about Nigeria’s problem with poverty and corruption at a 
graduation ceremony, Deji Ayegboyin asked whether any rescue can come from 
the Nigerian Church (Ayegboyin 2009). If Nigeria’s – and Africa’s – evils are to be 
eradicated, the Church must teach leadership integrity in all aspects of human life 
(Oshun 2010, 7-8). Most especially, the Church’s theological education institutions 
must not turn a blind eye to society’s problems. Instead, theological institutions 
must form leaders who model integrity as they serve the African community.  

As much as African theological institutions attempt to raise men and women who 
serve with integrity and live decently, the challenge has been that some turn out 
well, and a few turn out badly. The few bad ones often spoil the situation. The 
question we may ask is, to what extent are men and women who are set apart unto 
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God themselves guilty of all kinds of misconduct? How can African theological 
institutions better equip students to act with integrity to grow as leaders so that 
their communities will prosper? The challenges globally and in the African context 
are the major concerns for this writer. This article explores these questions.

What is Leadership Integrity?

John C. Maxwell defines leadership simply: “Leadership is influence” (Maxwell 
1998, 17). It includes the capacity to inspire, direct, encourage, or mobilize 
others toward a common goal. The purest form of leadership is influence 
through inspiration; importantly, inspiration is the opposite of intimidation and 
manipulation (Akanni 2003, 42). Leadership is impossible without a guiding 
vision that generates passion for accomplishment in the leader and in the people 
s/he leads. The fact that leadership means influence is one of the reasons why 
leadership courses sometimes do not yield good results. Often, such courses only 
teach managerial skills, not vision. But a good leader must maintain the goals and 
standards of the organization, community, or country s/he is leading, as well as 
manage practical activities (Janvier and Thaba 1997, 2-3).

Leadership also has contextual elements that are often embedded in an 
organization’s structures. In years past before the present global influence, 
Africans were known to be 

modest, compassionate, sensitive to people; relatively Charismatic/
values-based, team-oriented and self-protective; those who act independently 
viewed least effective; leaders should be inspirational, collaborative and 
not excessively self-centered; autonomously are not effective. This style will 
make African leaders models of integrity in politics, economics, and religion. 
(House, 2004)

Early Africans were known for lifestyles of faithfulness and truthfulness; now, as 
Africans have become exposed to global challenges, wrong models are impacting 
Africans. Ayankeye, in his speech to the graduating class of 2020 at the Baptist 
College of Theology, Oyo, Oyo State, Nigeria laments how Africans no longer value 
decency but rather pursue recognition and services. He calls all to shun cravings 
for money, power, and position and to focus on God and learn contentment in God 
(Ayankeye 2021, 2-10). By implication, he means that leaders should be “logical, 
analytical, technical, controlled, conservative and administrative” (Bennis 1989, 
102). This behavior will make African leadership more relaxed, holistic, and 
sensitive to the plight of others, as it used to be, compared to the present killings 
and destruction of property. Similarly, S. Ademola Ajayi calls graduates to see the 
training they have received as the seedbed for renewal of churches, ministries, 
missions, and unity (Ajayi 2021, 45-68). 

At its core, beyond the ability to inspire, manage details, and be sensitive to 
context, leadership must include integrity. Integrity is the steadfast adherence 

In
Si

gh
ts

 Jo
ur

na
l



June 2021

62

to a strict moral or ethical code. Leaders with integrity have established a set of 
boundaries that they refuse to cross (Obalade 2005, 11).  Integrity is the ability 
to do the right thing even when one has the opportunity to do what is wrong 
(Babarinde 2005, 4).  Robert Clinton writes, 

At the heart of any assessment of biblical qualification for leadership lies the 
concept of integrity, that is, uncompromising adherence to [a] code of moral, 
artistic, or other values that reveals itself in sincerity, honesty, and candor and 
avoids deception or artificiality. The God-given capacity to lead has two parts: 
giftedness and character. Integrity is at the heart of character. (Clinton 1988, 
58; quoted in Okoroafor 2005, 17)

God commissioned leaders like Moses to care for His people with integrity (Janvier 
and Thaba 1997, 2).  Oluwaponmile Adetunji argues that integrity was essential 
to Moses’s character as a leader (Numbers 12:3) (Adetunji 2010, 69-71). Moses’s 
behavior defines integrity as having several traits. First, it is a humble recognition 
that God has lifted one from obscurity to honor (Exodus 33:12-16). This recognition 
results in service to God and His people rather than the pursuit of selfish interests. 
Such leaders use their gifts to develop the Church, not to benefit themselves. 
Second, integrity is dependence on God through prayer (Exodus 34:29-35). Like 
Moses, such leaders seek God’s guidance so that they can guide others. Third, 
integrity is humble obedience to God through truthful words and actions (Exodus 
32). Fourth, Moses-like leaders are zealous for God’s righteousness no matter the 
circumstances. Thus, they glorify God, edify the Church, and enhance the Gospel. 
Such leaders are men and women who walk with God. Like Moses, leaders must 
always be conscious of God. This is pure integrity.

Leaders’ behaviors affect organizations’ success or failure. Much later in the Old 
Testament, God judged Judah by removing upright leaders and thereby slowly 
destroying Judah’s society (Isaiah 3:1-8, 12). In God’s design, communities rise or 
fall depending on their leaders’ integrity (Heward-Mills 2002, 2).  The recent END 
SARS crisis in Nigeria could be one example. That scenario revealed how some 
African leaders are treating their followers without compassion and dignity. END 
SARS was a protest by Nigerian youth against the killings of innocent Nigerians 
(Olukoya, Ayodele, Godwin, 2020). It started as a peaceful protest but was not 
managed very well by the Nigerian leadership. It became bloody, and many 
young people were killed. The government addressed the situation only after 
much destruction. Many who belong to the church were affected because their 
children were killed. This situation demonstrates the need, therefore, for  African 
communities and their leaders at all levels to do what is right. While some African 
leaders live purely, others act in ungodly ways that hurt the entire nations. If the 
trends toward bad leadership are not checked, Africa’s future will be in danger. 
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Lack of Integrity in Politics & the Church

Africa’s lack of leaders who guide with integrity is severe. Personal standards 
are crumbling in a culture that pursues personal pleasure and shortcuts to 
success (Oke 2005, 21). Oppression, injustice, intimidation, and corruption have 
become the bane of African nations (Heward-Mills 2002, 3). Africa needs leaders 
of integrity so that significant change will happen, and theological education 
must respond to this need because, in Christ, theological education is uniquely 
positioned to form Moses-like leaders who walk in integrity. Biblical models of 
integrity and godly lifestyles are what Africans should embrace in politics and the 
church if a significant change will be visible in all areas of life. In addition, Africans 
should learn from history, from past leaders who have led well. 

In Nigeria, theological education dates from the arrival of 19th-century Western 
missionaries (Kafang 2009, 7-25; Anie 2006, 16). Missionaries established Bible 
schools, some of which became full-fledged theological institutions. Today, 
Nigeria’s theological institutions still train believers to teach others to serve 
Christ (Kafang 2009, 26-32). Yet, even as Nigeria’s theological institutions have 
grown, their programs matured, and their graduates multiplied, the challenge of 
integrity remains in Nigerian politics and the Nigerian Church. This is not because 
of weakness in training in theological institutions but because the situation 
globally is tense in matters of integrity (Faniyi 2021, 114-128). Sadly, Nigerians are 
not surprised when we hear about politicians diverting money and property for 
personal use. For instance, the Nigerian government established the Economic and 
Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) to investigate leaders who have mismanaged 
public funds. However, recent reports have revealed that ex-governors, ministers, 
and others are blocking corruption trials (Oyedele 2010). These leaders – who 
have been accused of embezzlement and oil bunkering, among other things – use 
“frivolous applications by defense lawyers to either forestall or prolong their trial” 
(Oyedele). Another example is the open fight in the House of Representatives, a 
fight in which leaders tore each other’s clothes. All those involved in the fight were 
immediately suspended.  

Some men and women who lead in the Church are guilty of the same unethical 
acts. In a speech, Osadolor Imasogie said, “Look around, and you will discover 
bitterness, disunity, intrigue, blackmail, indiscipline, moral laxity both among 
the clergy and laity; dishonesty and fiscal fraud being perpetrated by layman and 
clergy in our corporate body” (Imasogie 1979, 1-9). Aghawenu (2017, 84- 96) also 
cites moral decadence. In some cases, people in Nigerian theological institutions 
have been accused of the following: 

• Forging results from prior schooling.

• Stealing library books. 

• Tearing pages from library magazines, journals, and books.

• Fraud, where some students manipulate situations.
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• Sexual immorality.

• Cheating during examinations. 

• Plagiarism (more students are becoming lazy in personal research).

• Indecent dress.

• Addiction to alcohol and drugs.  

• Jealousy.

• Intimidation.

Let me reiterate here that this research does not present all African leaders as 
bad because numerous others are God-fearing, truthful, and loyal. Readers will 
accept that no matter how bad a nation or community may be, there will always 
be some who are clean in thought and practice. Those are our models. However, 
my research reveals weaknesses in some of our leaders, weaknesses that call for 
changes in lifestyle and character. 

In my research, I sought to assess these problems. I sent 80 questionnaires 
to secular and religious leaders and faculty, and students at selected Nigerian 
theological institutions. 72 questionnaires were returned. Respondents 
demonstrated the attitudes outlined below.

Table 1: Leadership Problems Are Byproducts of Lack of Integrity

S/N SA A D SD Total

1. Leadership in Africa actually 
poses challenges for theological 
education.

36% 40% 3.75% 1.25% 81%

2. Most leadership problems result 
from leaders’ lack of integrity. 71.25% 12.5% 1.25% 85%

3. Theological education has failed 
to produce leaders with integrity. 17.5% 17.5% 37.5% 12.5% 85%

 
The table above reveals that 76% of respondents agree that leadership problems 
in Africa are also a problem for theological education. On whether leadership 
problems result from lack of integrity, 83.75% agreed. The statement that 
theological education has failed to produce leaders with integrity had 35% 
support, while 50% disagreed. This table demonstrates that theological education 
in Africa is not faring badly in training men and women with integrity. This result 
sparks hope that theological education can raise leaders with integrity. Those 
who teach in theological institutions should embrace the task of producing more 
leaders with integrity.
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Table 2: Theological Education and Leadership Problems

S/N SA A D SD Total

1. Lack of leadership integrity is not 
limited to secular leaders; religious 
leaders are sometimes guilty.

53.75% 22.5% 8.75% - 85%

2. Leaders in theological education 
are sometimes guilty of 
embezzlement, sexual immorality, 
bitterness, and other ungodly acts.

7.5% 20% 41.25% 17.5% 86.25%

3. Leaders who teach virtues are 
sometimes guilty of lack of 
integrity.

18.75% 62.5% 16.25% 1.25% 98.75%

76.3% of respondents agreed that lack of leadership integrity is not limited 
to secular leaders but that some religious leaders also lack integrity. 81.36% 
affirm that leaders who teach virtues are sometimes guilty of lack of integrity 
themselves. However, on whether leaders in theological education are sometimes 
guilty of ungodly acts, only 27.5% agreed, while 58.8% disagreed. Those in 
theological leadership are seen as people who should be blameless, which may 
lead to a more positive result here. Yet the few who do not live with integrity spoil 
the context for everyone else. I, therefore, recommend that those who are defacing 
the integrity of leaders in theological education change and do what they know to 
be right. 

Table 3: Leadership Integrity Will Reduce Most Leadership Problems

S/N SA A D SD Total

1. Leadership integrity can reduce 
Africa’s problems.

63.75% 16.25% 1.25% 2.5% 100%

2. Learning from Jesus Christ, the 
model leader, should be the 
focus of 21st-century theological 
education. 

67.5% 11.25% 5% - 83.75%

3. Emphasis on leadership integrity 
will resolve, reduce, and prevent 
most leadership problems.

52.5% 37.5% 1.25% 1.25% 92.5%

4. Africa will experience liberation if 
all in theological education live as 
models of integrity.

60% 26.25% 3.75% - 90%
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On an appropriate response to leadership challenges, 80% agreed that integrity 
could reduce Africa’s problems. 78.6% of the respondents agreed that learning 
from Jesus Christ, the model leader, is the proper focus of theological education. 
90% supported the idea that theological education should emphasize integrity, 
with the hope that this emphasis will reduce leadership challenges. 86.3% of 
the respondents agreed that African nations would experience liberation if all in 
theological education live as models by displaying integrity.

The results above indicate that when all leaders maintain integrity, the problems of 
African nations will decline. This is true because leaders determine how societies 
function. If leaders are godly, they will promote godliness; if leaders act with 
integrity, their followers will do the same. 

Despite their recognition that church leaders sometimes demonstrate a lack of 
integrity, respondents still see theological education as a valid way to develop 
leaders with integrity. With their answers, they implicitly call leaders to personal 
holiness and theological institutions to form such leaders. Obviously, leadership 
integrity begins with personal holiness. If students at theological institutions act 
corruptly while they are still only students, in a setting where they should most 
clearly be taught to exercise integrity, then they will not act with integrity once 
they graduate. To avoid this scenario, theological institutions have put in place 
several spiritual formation and disciplinary measures. Still, theological institutions 
must intensify their efforts to direct students to practice personal integrity. 
Otherwise, not only will society suffer, but the African Church itself will begin to 
disappear. As C. O. Oshun said, “The church Universal or the local church must 
continue to address the ills in the society (larger & immediate) if it must remain 
in its office as the respected, true, vocal voice of God” (Oshun 2010, 1-12). Unless 
its leaders demonstrate integrity, the Church will lose its voice in society – and, 
without the Church addressing it, society will continue to suffer. To strengthen the 
church, those who speak God’s Word as leaders must be transformed by that same 
Word. They must be men and women who are not deceptive but who, shaped by 
the fear of God, will declare God’s mind to others.

How May African Theological Institutions 
Instill Leadership Integrity?

In light of leadership problems in African society and churches, theological 
education is responsible for instilling leadership integrity. It should balance 
spirituality and academic excellence so that its graduates will be ready to respond 
to the problems they will face as leaders.

How may theological institutions form leaders who walk with integrity? 
First, people involved in theological education could convene to discuss the 
importance of continuous spiritual formation. With increasing lapses in morality 
among some pastors, more emphasis has been placed on spiritual formation 
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in theological education. In response to this need, the International Council 
for Higher Education West Africa released a book on spiritual formation among 
students and lecturers. The book has been adopted in many theological 
institutions and contributes to better lifestyles, personal growth, and spiritual 
reformation, according to the testimonies of users. The goal of the contents is 
to help all who pass through theological institutions become transformed to live 
with integrity. The book is rich in content for African users, for all who care to live 
rightly with God (ICHE Integrated Textbook Series on Spiritual Formation 2019, 
1-189).  

In addition to this effort, other plans include systematic discipleship, prayer 
programs, counseling, and spiritual retreats. African theological education would 
benefit from all of these.

Second, Victor Cole suggests a shift from the micro-curriculum to the 
macro-curriculum so that students will be prepared to meet the needs of the 
communities where they will serve (Cole 2001, 21-39). 

Third, seminaries must plan spiritual activities beyond what happens in the 
classroom. For instance, as a member of a theological institution for close to three 
decades now, I affirm that the items in the list below help to form leaders with 
integrity:

• Personal Bible application: Reading the Bible only to teach and preach 
will not help leaders maintain their integrity. Christian leaders are to be 
guided to study Scripture with an emphasis on applying it to personal life.  
This single discipline is fundamental to addressing Satan’s temptations 
and the lures of a degenerate society. Theological institutions should 
encourage more personal Bible reading. 

• Spiritual virtues: Imasogie, citing the prayer of Saint Francis of Assisi, 
demonstrates that leaders should take the path of Christ by being 
instruments of peace, bringing union out of discord, replacing error 
with truth, and so forth. Rather than emphasizing numbers, theological 
institutions (and churches) should emphasize holiness and “commitment 
to the cause of Christ based on a clear understanding of Christian faith” 
(Oke 2009, 1-5). These could be achieved through several spiritual 
formation activities of Bible study, discipleship, prayers and many more.

• Attentiveness to the Holy Spirit: God still speaks clearly to those who 
will listen. Theological education should train leaders to be sensitive to 
the Holy Spirit’s daily promptings. For example, Oshun states that God 
sends prophecies to guide people, to avert His wrath (Oshun 2010, 10-11). 
Leaders need to be sensitive to these warnings and God’s promises of 
forgiveness and love for repentant sinners. 

• Discipleship: Young leaders need to learn virtues from those who 
have practiced them. Theological institutions should set up mentoring 
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relationships so that young leaders will be directed through older 
leaders to sit at Christ’s feet and learn holiness. At the Baptist College 
of Theology, Oyo, Nigeria, several activities prepare students for a life of 
integrity: daily chapel devotions, daily prayer groups, weekly discipleship 
groups, spiritual retreats and revivals every semester, mission trips, 
church planting efforts, Langham preaching initiatives, preaching clubs, 
and many more. These are in addition to quality academic activities and 
programs.

• Godly ethics: While some seminary courses need to be purely academic, 
others need to appeal directly to students’ lives. Seminaries now offer 
more courses that teach ethics. Furthermore, teachers of ethics must 
model godliness in their lives.

• Institutional assessment: Each year, African theological institutions 
graduate hundreds of students. Each institution should assess its 
success based on how its students live after graduation. This could 
be done through surveys, interviews, and questionnaires. In addition, 
all seminaries hold annual ministers’ conferences, which could be 
opportunities to get feedback from alumni about how they are living.

All measures that theological institutions take should form leaders who have:

• Deep communion with the triune God, as demonstrated in humility, 
prayer, obedience, truthfulness, and love (see the example of Moses 
again).

• Relevance to their communities, as demonstrated by awareness of 
contextual issues and pursuit of relevant solutions.

• Ability to advocate on the Church’s behalf with governments and NGOs, as 
demonstrated by bold speech supported by a clear conscience.

• Academic rigor, as demonstrated by intellectual skills equal to those of 
their secular counterparts.

• Mentoring the next generation, as demonstrated by attention to those 
older and younger than themselves. 

• Promotion of others without preference for race, age, economic status, or 
gender but based on the commitment to Christ and gifting. (Hardy 2016, 
20-50). Despite the degenerated situation, there are plans on ground 
today to remedy the situation by all stakeholders. This understanding 
has widened the curriculum of theological institutions in the areas of 
academics and spiritual formation.

Theological institutions should continue to train men and women who will serve 
as models in a rotten society that has made ungodliness fashionable. Theological 
institutions need to build leaders who can say no to ungodly trends, which can be 
trusted, who fear God, who only please God, who serve others without prejudice. 
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They need to form more leaders with integrity. These are the types of leaders who 
can transform society. 

Conclusion

Globally and in recent times, many observers of theological education see a 
glaring problem with the quality of Christian leaders formed by that education. 
I do not mean to denigrate the efforts of many who have invested their time and 
energy in training men and women for ministry. However, theological education 
in Africa needs to recognize the pressing contextual need for leadership integrity, 
adapt to meet that need, and serve as a model to others. If Africa is to change for 
the better, those involved in theological education must first be transformed by 
God. Then, theological education should build on African virtues supported by 
Scripture so that leaders will know how to minister in their unique contexts with 
integrity. Such leadership will help to heal African society. The challenges we face 
could be addressed if those who claim to know the Lord put into use all that they 
hear, learn, teach, and preach to others. 
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Abstract

Introduction

This article explores the results of a recent survey of 130 theological seminaries 
in the Majority World that are related to Overseas Council. The results point to a 
diversity of programs, study topics, and modalities within Majority World 
theological education. The traditional image of “theological education” in the 
Majority World needs to change because the concept of “four walls and four 
years” does not fit as it did 25 years ago. The practice of equipping Christian 
leaders must move beyond the divide of modalities into a heartfelt diversity. 

On an island in the Caribbean, the Christian Church is flourishing under difficult 
circumstances – government pressures, poverty, and family breakup. Training 
programs use decentralized, nonformal approaches to equip leaders for local 
churches. For example, when a specialized need in family counseling was 
identified, a Master’s program was developed that requires graduates to train local 
leaders for this area of ministry. In other locations, pastors receive theological 
training while remaining on the job in their local congregations, and, after they 
have gained some study experience, are nominated for formal training. Facing 
the realities of oppression and a limited economy, seminaries and churches work 
together to address training needs.  

In arid areas of West Africa, formal training for pastors is often only available in the 
cities. One seminary leader received a request from church leaders in interior rural 
areas who needed training and had little educational background. The seminary 
developed a nonformal course so that they could bring training to these village 
pastors on their level and in a way that they could learn well. This short course 
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The Global Situation

taught one or two key concepts so that village pastors could then reteach this 
material to their people.

In many places in South Asia, the growth of grassroots churches is a surprising 
result of God’s work. Many of these churches are pastored by men and women 
who have not even finished primary school. These pastors would never qualify to 
enter any formal theological training programs. They cannot access training unless 
it comes nonformally, that is, outside of higher education. Situations like these 
happen in the Philippines and the Middle East; in Latin America and central Africa; 
in Central Asia and even in parts of the United States. While the work of equipping 
Christian leaders is advancing, a “leader training gap” continues to exist in the 
Church of Jesus Christ around the world. So how shall we now train?  

This article focuses on the global question of how we equip Christian leaders by 
reporting and analyzing the results of a survey of over 100 Majority World 
theological schools. It gives insight into the tremendous variety of training 
programs that are equipping leaders at many levels for diverse ministries, and it 
offers recommendations for enhancing this diversity.  

The Cape Town Commitment recognizes that “The rapid growth of the Church in 
so many places remains shallow and vulnerable, partly because of the lack of 
discipled leaders, and partly because so many use their positions for worldly 
power, arrogant status or personal enrichment” (Lausanne, II. D3). Similarly, 
the Center for the Study of Global Christianity at Gordon-Conwell Theological 
Seminary reported in 2017 that of the 5 million pastors/priests in Christian 
traditions worldwide, “5% are likely to have formal theological training 
(undergraduate Bible degrees or Master’s degrees)” (Johnstone, 2017). Churches 
in areas where the greatest growth is occurring are most likely to be pastored by 
men and women with insufficient theological training.  

One factor contributing to this lack of educated Christian leaders is the fact that 
many believers think that seminaries are the primary (or even the only) place for 
equipping Christian leaders. The seminary is certainly part of the process of 
training leaders. However, most Christians think of a “four years and four walls” 
model in which students travel for training to a residential campus distant from 
their local churches. There, students have little connection to local church 
ministry or to normal believers. Much of this picture comes from the Western 
model in which theological institutions were simply transplanted by missionaries 
and trained foreign nationals into Majority World contexts. That Western model 
is often seen as difficult to change. It has resulted in dichotomizing language – 

In
Si

gh
ts

 Jo
ur

na
l

Vo
l. 

6 
  N

o.
 2



June 2021

74

binaries like “formal versus nonformal” or “traditional versus nontraditional” or 
“academic versus grassroots” (Ward, 1972, 1982; McKinney, 1975, 1982; Shaw, 
2014; Kinsler, 2008; Ferris, 1987). 

Stepping away from these traditional binaries, Volker Glissmann suggests that 
we think about theological education as a continuum from “grassroots” to 
“ministerial” to “academic” (2019). Similarly, Donald McGavran understands 
theological education as a pyramid of leader groups, where both the sphere of 
influence and the training needs of each level differ (McGavran, 1974; McKinney, 
1975; Elliston 1989, 1996; David, 2002; Priest & Barine, 2017). In light of these 
reconsiderations, many are engaged in a decades-long struggle to renew 
theological education (Ferris, 1990; Shaw, 2014; Ott, 2001, 2016; Banks, 1999). 
These responses to the status quo seek to train more Christian leaders so that the 
Church will have a greater impact.  

As Overseas Council (OC) has partnered with theological seminaries in the 
Majority World, we have seen theological education changing. OC staff 
hypothesized that, while the traditional seminary model still exists, seminaries 
in the Majority World have increasingly offered or supported nonformal programs 
so that those who might not have access to traditional modes can now get the 
training they need. Seeing this shift, we decided to investigate the state of 
theological training by surveying OC-related schools.  

Survey Findings

OC developed its “2019 Survey of Diversity of Theological Training Programs in the 
Majority World” to ascertain the numbers of students and graduates in OC-related 
programs, to capture the variety of these programs, and to understand the 
perception of the leader training gap. 135 OC-related programs received the survey 
online. 96 completed it. 11 additional schools provided only student and graduate 
statistics. These schools and programs equip Christian leaders in 57 countries. 
Five key findings emerge from the responses.  

Finding 1: Globally, schools train tens of thousands of students through formal and 
non-formal programs.

The survey gathered data on the number of students and graduates from formal 
theological education. We defined “formal theological education” as “programs 
in your seminary that lead to a certificate or degree that is recognized (or could 
potentially be recognized) by an accrediting agency or government ministry of 
education.” Examples include Bachelor of Theology and Master of Divinity. 
Programs could be offered non-residentially (i.e., through intensive modules or 
online) and still be described as “formal” if they lead to recognized credentials. 
The 107 schools that provided data reported that during the most recent school 
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year, they had 49,035 students and graduated 13,265. Of course, this is only part 
of the picture of global leader training.  

The survey also asked about “nonformal theological training” affiliated with and/
or supported by schools. “Nonformal theological training” was defined as 
“programs of instruction offered by your institution that aim to provide practical 
training, rather than qualification for an accredited degree.” Of the 96 schools 
that answered the whole survey, 73 said that they had “nonformal theological 
training.” During the most recent year, these nonformal theological training 
programs (NFTE) had 33,221 participants. This finding indicates an interest in 
developing alternative modes to equip Christian leaders – through skill training, 
training for women, and local church-based and extension programs. While some 
of these programs are part of degree programs, many are not, and thus are 
categorized as nonformal training. 

Figure 1 below summarizes formal and non-formal statistics. The first five columns 
indicate different classifications of students. The “Partial Report” is the student 
numbers reported by 11 schools who were not able to complete the full survey.  

Region
Full Time 
Students 
(Survey)

Part Time 
Students 
(Survey)

Total 
Students 
(Survey)

Total 
Students 
(Partial 
Report)

TOTAL 
STUDENTS 
(Reported)

Total NFTE 
Participants 

(Survey)

TOTAL 
LEADERS 
TRAINED

AFRICA 7085 6154 13239 4230 17469 3137 20606
FRANC AFRICA 1125 413 1538 309 1847 639 2486
EECA 462 3714 4176 1741 5917 728 6645
EUROPE 163 304 467 0 467 4065 4532
LAC 6111 4988 11099 1161 12260 19791 32051
MENA 168 951 1119 129 1248 2009 3257
SO ASIA 2415 2771 5186 215 5401 1793 7194
SE/E ASIA 2528 847 3375 1051 4426 1059 5485
TOTAL 20057 20142 40199 8836 49035 33221 82256

Figure 1
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Finding 2: School leaders still see a tremendous gap between the training local 
church leaders receive and the training they actually need.

Another question asked schools to evaluate how well-trained local church leaders 
are. It asked schools to compare “the number of churches with the number of 
adequately trained pastors.” We used this wording to ascertain how school 
leaders perceive the need of church leaders for training. We wanted to avoid 
concerns about what “necessary” training means, to measure the perception of a 
training gap, not the actual percentage of leaders who lack training. 

Each respondent rated their own perception of the leader training gap in their 
context using the terms “no perceived training gap”; “small gap”; “moderate gap”; 
“significant gap”; and “very serious gap.” 70% of the respondents indicated that 
they perceived the training gap to be “very serious” or “significant” in their 
context. When we add those who saw a “moderate” training gap, 90% of all 
respondents saw a training gap in their context. This perception stated by school 
leaders is an indication of the severity of the situation.

Finding 3: School leaders are seeking to fill this gap.

In a follow-up question to those who saw a training gap, the survey asked if their 
leadership team and/or governance body had considered a response to this gap 
during the last three years. 95% said yes. This indicates that school leaders not 
only perceived the need of church leaders for training but also considered how to 
respond to it.  

Those who responded “Yes” were asked to describe their responses. These 
open-ended responses were analyzed qualitatively, yielding a good picture of the 
kinds of actions considered and/or taken. The table below shows the breadth of 
responses with the most frequent responses listed first.
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Action in Response to Training Gap # Responses

Extensions 20

Online courses and programs 19

Church-based training / Leader training courses 19

Seminars 16

Formal Programs 16

Conferences / Pastors Forum 14

Promotion / Recruitment / Enrollment / Scholarships 12

Intensives / Short courses / Modular courses 11

Seminary-Church Partnerships 10

Continuing Education / Refresher Courses 7

Certificate programs 7

Nonformal Programs / Grassroots training 6

Understand needs, provide need-based training 4

Adaptable schedule / Part-time for pastors in ministry 4

Distance Education / Correspondence courses 4

New programs 3

Context-based Curriculum Revision 3

Faculty in Churches 2

Assist other Bible schools or institutes 2

Publications 2

Advanced Courses 1

Multi-level programs 1

Professor training 1

Counseling program 1

Evening courses 1

Evaluation 1

Discussion with Youth 1

Figure 2
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Finding 4: Schools with lower-level formal programs provided more nonformal 
training.

We analyzed data for 
possible correlations 
between the academic 
levels of formal 
programs and the 
degree of participation 
in nonformal programs. 
Generally, we discovered 
that schools that offer 
formal programs at lower 
academic levels 
(certificates or 
secondary school 
equivalents) appear to 
be more likely to offer 
nonformal theological 
training. We also saw 

the inverse: the more focused a school was on upper-level academic programs, 
the less likely it was to be involved with nonformal training. This survey did not 
provide information about causal connections, so the correlation between 
academic level and support for nonformal traning will require further study into 
the connections between level of faculty, perceived mission of the institution, and 
institutional tendencies.  

All of the schools that offer only a certificate program also offer non-formal 
training programs. However, 82% of the schools that offer certificates also offer 
nonformal training. 75% of the schools that offer Bachelor-level programs also 
offer nonformal training. Of schools that have Master’s or PhD programs along 
with a certificate program, 62% offer nonformal training. However, only 50% of the 
programs that only offer postgraduate training also offer nonformal theological 
training. 

Although this finding may be understood as a critique of postgraduate 
theological education, it also opens an area for further research. On the one hand, 
we affirm that academic institutions have a normal tendency to aim higher, to 
improve. On the other hand, as an expression of unity and love within the people 
of God, higher-level theological programs could consider the value of equipping 
the lesser-prepared. Indeed, the survey revealed some clear examples of schools 
that offer postgraduate programs alongside nonformal programs. In Latin 
America, FIET (Instituto Teologico FIET, Argentina) and SETECA (Central American 
Theological Seminary, Guatemala) provide theological training at the Masters and 
Doctoral levels, while most of their students are involved in church-based or 
prison-based nonformal training. In Nigeria, West Africa Theological Seminary 

Figure 3
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offers vocational training for students alongside formal degree programs. In 
the South Pacific, at CLTC (Christian Leaders Training College, Papau New Guinea), 
over half of the students are part of TEE courses in the local setting. This 
opportunity is part of an integrated learning pathway that may lead to continued 
studies in a formal program. These and other examples merit further investigation 
to discover the motivations that lead these schools to counter the general pattern. 

Finding 5: Schools offer formal and nonformal theological education in many 
ways.

Our survey found diversity among formal and nonformal theological education 
programs alike. This diversity surfaces in ways that should challenge us to work 
differently as we equip Christian leaders. The next section will examine this finding 
more deeply. 

Diverse Programs, Topics, & 
Modalities of Theological Education

Schools’ responses to the survey revealed diverse formal academic programs and 
study topics in Majority World theological education. Schools reported formal 
academic programs at five levels: Certificate, Diploma, Bachelor, Master, and 
Doctorate. At the Certificate level, schools reported 24 areas of study; at the 
Diploma level, 25 areas; at the Bachelor level, 33 areas; at the Master level, 44 
areas; and at the Doctoral level, 11 areas (Fig 4). 

FORMAL THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION PROGRAMS

DEGREE TITLE TOTAL Areas of Study

Certificate Programs 61 24

Diploma Programs 76 25

Bachelor Programs 131 33

Master’s Programs 173 44

Doctoral Programs 26 11

467 137

Figure 4

These 137 areas were compiled into a list of 25 categories of study that vary from 
theology and Biblical studies to specific ministry skills to marketplace training:  

1. Theology / Theological Studies

2. Christian Ministry / Pastoral / Practical Theology

3. Bible / Biblical Studies / OT and NT
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4. Biblical Theology

5. Counseling / Psychology / 

6. Leadership / Organizational Leadership 

7. Youth Ministry / Youth Counseling

8. Christian Education / Religious Education / Discipleship

9. Women in Ministry

10. Holistic Child Development / Community Development

11. Preaching / Exegesis / Expository Preaching

12. Missions / Evangelism / Church-Planting / Apologetics

13. Islamic Studies / Religions / Messianic Theology

14. Translation / Linguistics

15. Theological Education

16. Historical Theology / Church History

17. Systematic Theology

18. Ethics / Governance / Public Policy

19. Education and Teaching 

20. Social Ministry / Urban Ministry

21. Media Leadership

22. Christian Studies / Basic Studies

23. Sign Language

24. Church library 

25. Basic English

This list demonstrates schools’ responsiveness to the needs of the churches in 
their contexts. Two examples: Two seminaries in Africa (Evangelical Theological 
Seminary in Cairo (ETSC) - Egypt and Institut Biblique du Benin) developed media 
leadership programs to provide training for church leaders in the use of media 
for ministry as the churches expressed their needs; two other seminaries began 
programs to train students in sign language to reach the deaf (Lviv Theological 
Seminary - Ukraine and ESEPA - Costa Rica). This responsiveness has enabled 
these institutions to reach beyond theological education’s traditional areas of 
study, to equip believers more effectively for ministry.   

Next, the survey sought to understand schools’ involvement with nonformal 
theological training. Since nonformal programs are not oriented toward 
accredited degrees, categorizing them is more difficult. Surprisingly, 76% of 
schools that offered formal theological education also partnered with nonformal 
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training programs. This points beyond the diversity of formal programs to a more 
general diversity of modes of teaching and learning. The fact that formal programs 
so often affiliate with nonformal teaching demonstrates a renewal of theological 
education, the fruit of years of investing in innovation. Figure 5 provides some data 
on nonformal programs.

Altogether, nonformal programs have 33,221 participants. 

 

Region Schools 
Reporting 

# Schools 
with NFTE 
Program 

NFTE 
Participants 

% Schools 
with NFTE 
Program 

Average # NFTE 
Participants 
per School 

AFRICA 23 16 3137 70% 196 
FRANC AFRICA 10 9 639 90% 71 
EECA 11 9 728 82% 80 
EUROPE 4 2 4065 50% 2032 
LAC 18 15 19791 83% 1319 
MENA 8 5 2009 63% 401 
SO ASIA 11 9 1793 82% 199 
SE/E ASIA 11 8 1059 73% 132 
TOTAL  96 73 33221 76% 455 

 

Figure 6 shows the diversity of types of nonformal training programs and the 
number of programs reported in those categories. 

SKILL TRAINING PROGRAMS 71
CERTIFICATES 32
NON-RECOGNIZED DEGREE PROGRAMS 25
WOMEN'S TRAINING PROGRAMS 24
CONFERENCES 10
ORG./MIN. PARTNERSHIPS 9
PASTORS' MEETINGS 4
OTHER TRAINING PROGRAMS 7

NonFormal Theological Training Program 

 

Of the largest group of nonformal training programs, 12 were general lay leader 
development programs promoted in local churches. Specific skill training was 
promoted for Christian education or children’s ministry (6), counseling (6), 
preaching (4), missions and evangelism (3), and music and worship arts (3). 11 
vocational skills programs were offered both on the seminary campus to train 

Figure 5

Figure 6
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future pastors and missionaries and in local churches to train congregations. 
Some examples include tailoring, mechanical work, computer maintenance, 
and hairdressing. The interest in preparing future pastors and missionaries with 
skills for bivocational ministry is especially appropriate for church-planting and 
tent-making ministries.  

Diversity in Majority World theological education goes beyond areas of study 
within either formal or nonformal theological training to include delivery modes 
as well. One of this study’s purposes was to explore modalities used in Majority 
World theological education. The study found many varied modes of delivery, 
timing, and location – residential classroom, extension sites, church-based 
training, TEE, online, seminars, short courses, pastors’ conferences, etc. Partly, 
this diversity of modalities points to theological schools’ ability to innovate to 
meet contextual needs. However, other factors may catalyze potential innovation 
into real action. OC’s “Unconventional Models” study explored the factors that 
helped leaders take risks, be proactive as they approached local churches and 
ministries, and stay open to new ideas (Macleod, 2013: 10-12). For instance, during 
a time of national ethnic tension, a seminary in Sri Lanka began extension centers 
that intentionally trained leaders from diverse language and cultural backgrounds. 
Taking this cross-cultural risk led the seminary to be a force for unity. Macleod 
(2013) reported that the primary motivation for innovations was a desire by 
theological faculty to serve the people and churches of their countries (11-12). 

Because of these diverse program types, study topics, and modes of delivery, 
we must adjust our understanding of Majority World theological education. In 
addition to exploring questions noted above under Finding 4, we need to 
understand the role of outside organizations in this diversity. Did formal or 
informal partnerships help schools develop more programs, study topics, and 
modalities? How did organizations involved with nonformal theological training 
connect with seminaries? What models of partnership might be shared around 
the world? Alongside this investigation, conversations that include leaders 
representing different modalities could help to bridge divides between formal and 
nonformal education (Richard, 2015).

Motivations for Diversity in Majority 
World Theological Education

From the survey, we infer three possible motivations that guided seminaries 
toward more diverse programs, topics, and modalities. 

Motivation 1: School leaders perceived training needs.
 
Some schools were motivated by perceiving how Christian leaders needed 
training in different areas. For instance, because of drug wars and decades of 
unrest, Colombia has one of the world’s highest numbers of internally displaced 
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persons (IDPs). Through its research department, the Biblical Seminary of 
Colombia (FUSBC) has been involved in ministry to IDPs for years. It contacted 
churches also ministering to IDPs across the country, and in response to these 
church interactions, FUSBC developed partnerships with various denominations to 
support their programs of leadership training for ministry to IDPs. In addition 
to these grassroots church efforts, following normal academic patterns, they 
developed formal academic specializations to meet these needs as well.  

Motivation 2: School leaders wanted to serve local churches.

As schools continued to perceive church leaders’ training needs, they contacted 
churches to adapt programs and offer them nonformally in local settings. They 
developed centers for theological training in local churches, offered mentoring, 
and revised materials so that they would be appropriate for church use. 
Seminaries in Croatia (Evangelical Theological Seminary), the Middle East 
(Nazareth Evangelical College), Nigeria (West Africa Theological Seminary), the 
Philippines (Asian Theological Seminary), and Togo (WABAST) reported that 
their responses grew out of discussions with churches in their countries. Overall, 
school leaders evinced a desire to stretch the mold of traditional education as they 
sought to serve “the church by providing accessible theological education for the 
working adult student” (Macleod, 2015). This motivation opened these leaders up 
to respond to training needs in new ways. 

Motivation 3: School leaders wanted to address their institutions’ problems of 
sustainability.

As school leaders faced financial constraints, they developed new programs, study 
topics, and modalities to try to help their institutions become more financially 
stable. Some school leaders may have thought that new programs would generate 
more enrollment, thus supporting the school. However, this thinking runs 
counter to research that indicates that increased enrollment is not usually a 
path to financial sustainability (Bellon, 2017). That leaders made programmatic 
responses both to problems of financial sustainability and to the leader training 
gap is worthy of further study to ascertain which of these was more prominent in 
their decision-making. 

Our survey demonstrates that Christian leaders need training and that 
seminaries around the world are developing diverse ways to address that need. 
Schools’ responses to the survey both encourage and challenge us. So how shall 
we now equip leaders for Christ’s churches? 
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Implications from the Diversity of 
Theological Education Programs

This study of diversity among theological education programs in the Majority 
World suggests four implications for how theological education should continue 
to develop. The theme that connects all four implications is the need for local 
churches and seminaries to partner together. I encourage readers to apply these 
implications to their own situations. God’s work requires trained leaders if it is to 
be effective in bringing Gospel transformation to our communities, societies, and 
world.  

Implication 1: Whole Life Transformation - Beyond “four years” to life-long 
learning

Whether formal or nonformal, programs need to draw on trends in higher 
education that point to a rising emphasis on life-long learning, in which “the focus 
increasingly comes from listening to congregational leaders and the community 
about their current needs” (Scanlon, 2019). One aspect of life-long learning is 
that students may take shorter bursts of training, but, over a lifetime, will piece 
together the training they need when they need it. This adds intrinsic motivation 
to studies and often gives opportunities for problem-based learning. 

Such life-long transformation will only be possible through an increasing 
diversity of theological education offerings in terms of programs, topics, and 
modalities. Through online courses, intensive modules, extension centers, 
pastors’ conferences, and church-based training, Christian leaders do not need to 
be restricted to training during one intensive season but can continue to learn over 
many decades (Green et al, 2018).  

Implication 2: Whole Being Formation - Beyond “four walls” to  holistic formation

In surveying theological training programs in the Majority World, we discovered 
a sensitivity to the need for whole-person formation. Diverse programs allow 
Christians to take advantage of the benefits of the local church for spiritual 
formation, the local community for social outreach, and the academic community 
for rigorous intellectual study. Blended learning contexts unite family, friends, 
church, and academy to shape Christian leaders (Shaw, 2014). Blended contexts 
capitalize on contextual diversity to promote “character and virtue education” 
(Oxenham, 2019). To stretch beyond traditional models for the sake of holistic 
learning, theological training programs need more partnerships with those in their 
local and global communities.  

Implication 3: Whole People of God Trained - Teach students to be teachers

Our survey recognizes that all of God’s people need to be trained – not just church 
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Conclusion

leaders and seminary faculty. Yes, school leaders believe that church leaders 
desperately need training, as their survey answers show. However, that gap 
involves all congregational members. Seminaries need to “train trainers” so that 
their graduates can, in turn, train many others in, with, and for the church.  While 
many advanced programs envision their role as training trainers, the graduates 
often have their sights on higher levels of learning and teaching. The time has 
come for pastors and leaders to be trained as teachers themselves in local 
churches so that they can equip the people of God in local churches in ways that 
will transform lives, churches and communities.  

This implication may mean that seminaries need to involve their students in 
nonformal training so that they can practice what they should do when they 
graduate. Seminaries can partner with churches and with nonformal training 
ministries, requiring their students to learn to train others in these venues. 

Implication 4: The whole church is responsible for leader training

For far too long, theological education programs and churches have been 
separate. This survey points to some good news: That gap is closing. 
However, churches have responded to that gap in the past by forming their own 
Bible schools or investing in “content dump” programs. These practices may 
threaten seminaries – or they may open doors for seminaries and churches to 
talk about how they can work together to sustain the training of God’s people. 
Seminaries and churches should begin to see each other as members of one body 
with mutual respect and responsibility. We need to develop a foundation of 
Christian unity that can support the diverse programs, study topics, and 
modalities revealed by this survey.

These implications lead to three challenges especially for those of us who seek to 
guide Majority World seminaries, whether as consultants, administrators, faculty, 
or denominational leaders. What can we do, now that our awareness has been 
drawn to the need for and the diversities within Majority World theological 
education?  

Challenge 1: We must learn with these schools.

Further studies with some key schools will give us insights into new models 
and motivations for theological education. From these studies, we may discover 
more models that can overcome some of the false dichotomies that still influence 
theological education. We may discover models that are more responsive to their 
contexts and that can then be shared globally. Motivations that build resilience 
may open doors to encourage school leaders globally to develop new pathways for 
leader training. We may see ways of thinking that allow seminaries and churches 
to hold differences in tension, supported by relationships of love. 
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Challenge 2: We must support faculty development.

“Support” can connote the scaffolding necessary for building to occur. As they 
begin to teach in many contexts, theological educators who are accustomed to 
the classroom will need to adapt to new learning environments. They will need to 
be willing to get out of their comfort zones, to practice humility. Seminaries can 
support faculty in this process by giving them time and resources to investigate, 
test, and apply new models of teaching and learning. Seminaries might 
collaborate with one another (and with other, non-academic organizations) to offer 
a wider range of faculty development options. 

Challenge 3: We must drop false dichotomies of modes of theological education.

In 2010, a group of pastoral trainers released a declaration as part of the Lausanne 
Cape Town Congress that called all educators to “endeavor to build trust, involve 
each other, and leverage strengths of each sector to prepare maturing shepherds 
for the proclamation of God’s Word and the building up of Christ’s Church in all the 
nations of the world” (Pastoral Trainers Declaration, 2010). Let us pursue mutual 
respect across formal and nonformal education. This respect will only develop as 
we honestly look at our own practices and evaluate them frankly. From a place of 
humility, we can enter into dialogue across modalities and learn from each other. 
The goal of dialogue will not be a homogenized model of theological education but 
a mixture of modalities that meets leader training needs based on the context. 

As I contemplate the diversity of theological programs, topics, and modalities, and 
the immense need for training, I return to the question, “How shall we then train?” 
My answer: While some people are interested in a quick solution, an African 
proverb is good to keep in mind: “If you want to go fast, go alone; if you want to 
go far, go together.” Let’s work together amid this diversity for the sake of God’s 
work in this world.  
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Book Review
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Grace Al-Zoughbi 
Bethlehem Bible College

Summary

Challenging Tradition, this book’s title, indicates that this is not another traditional 
resource on theological education (TE). Rather, it is a thought-provoking volume 
that evaluates the current trajectory of doctoral studies and suggests creative 
new methods in TE. Challenging Tradition critiques usual ways of pursuing 
postgraduate-level research in theology and concludes that the Western model is 
not the only way and may not fit every context. 

This book’s three sections and twenty-three chapters are woven into a 
colorful tapestry whose authors are highly esteemed scholars – theologians 
and leaders, women and men, representing different cultures, languages, 
backgrounds, writing styles, church traditions, and contexts. For one, the editors, 
Perry Shaw and Havilah Dharmraj, are, respectively, an Australian educator who 
has enriched the Middle East with his dedicated ministry in TE for nearly three 
decades, and an exceptionally creative female Indian scholar. 

As the contributors import innovative ideas from their own experiences in TE, one 
can easily trace “innovation” in three of the book’s sections. The first section, 
“Principles for innovation in advanced theological studies,” considers the wider 
issues that shape advanced TE. These are primarily philosophical, theological, 
and contextual. The second section, “Innovative possibilities for the dissertation,” 
integrates problem-based learning, collaborative research, action research, and 
contextual ways of knowing in dissertation research. The third section, “Innovative 
forms of advanced theological studies,” questions whether the typical dissertation 
method should continue to be the sole form for advanced theological studies and 
suggests alternatives, such as a portfolio, autoethnography, poetry, and tales and 
proverbs.

At the end of every chapter, key questions help orient readers and summarize 
important points.
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This resource is indispensable for students and educators in TE. It examines a 
significant question: What kind of leaders does TE equip for the church 
and society? Ashish Chrispal, in tracing his personal journey into TE, helps us to 
conclude that the church is in dire need of equipped leaders, servants, and 
teachers in seminaries who can approach the Gospel in different contexts and 
academic disciplines. These servant-leaders would be individuals who can fill the 
gap between what is “theological” and what is “educational,” as Chrispal 
articulates: “My challenge to those of us who are educators is this: let us make 
theological education both theological and educational; we need theological 
leaders, not academicians” (18-19). Pursuing advanced theological studies 
might be one way to train godly, committed leaders to meet the world’s pressing 
challenges – not only to sharpen one’s skills but, through painful moments 
(18-19), to develop a spirituality embedded in the dedicated life of a scholar. 

Culture and context in relation to TE is another major theme discussed in different 
parts of the book; Lal Senanayke’s, Perry Shaw’s, and Stephanie Black’s chapters 
are but a few examples. Context, however, does not always provide what students 
need concerning theological education. As an Arab doctoral student, I feel the 
irony of having to pursue my research on a topic that is concerned with the Middle 
East in a Western context and institute. Stimulating as the experience has been, I 
mourn the inability to pursue doctoral research in my homeland, Palestine, or in 
the wider Middle East. This situation has compelled me to opt for an ethnographic 
methodology that allows me to continue to be grounded in the Middle East by 
conducting field research there. So I resonate with Samuel Ewell’s chapter on 
integrating personal experience in theological research (375-392).

Perry Shaw’s chapter on culture, gender, and diversity explores cultural issues 
in necessary detail. Shaw exposes that “…global higher education in general 
and theological education in particular has been shaped by empiricist, 
linear-thinking white Western males for empiricist, linear thinking white 
Western males” (89). A Western male theological educator who endorses the 
work of Majority World scholars speaks volumes to a Middle Eastern female 
researcher like myself. Further, as one who constantly has to familiarize herself 
with Western educational methods, I found that Shaw’s examples of Richard 
Nisbett’s research (94-102) revealed a more culturally meaningful approach to 
education. However, speaking about Majority World scholars, Allan Harkness 
rightly explains: “They are reluctant to critique, assuming the common usage of 
‘critical’ as commenting negatively on the insights of others. Instead they need to 
learn that critical thinking entails appraising those insights, recognizing strengths 
and weaknesses in the content and logic, and identifying gaps” (79). We can thank 
the West for introducing us to this form of critique and requiring it from us; 
however, this method is only one among many others. 

Critical Assessment
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At this point, Evan Hunter’s chapter becomes relevant, “Context Conducive to 
Innovation.” Among other things, Hunter addresses attempts to develop Majority 
World doctoral programmes: “Evangelical seminaries in the Majority World have 
created new doctoral programs because Western training has been incomplete 
and at times inadequate to meet the current needs of the church” (35). You may 
have heard that “necessity is the mother of invention,” and in the same vein, 
Hunter concludes that “necessity has led to innovation” (35). For innovation to 
happen, a doctoral program should develop theological leaders with the following: 
a capacity to teach, a capacity to engage with context, a capacity for prophetic 
engagement, and a capacity to conduct meaningful research (32-34). Adding to 
Hunter’s suggestions, I believe that a typical research PhD program would not 
necessarily accomplish all of this. I belive that students would benefit from 
engaging with opportunities beyond their degree to sharpen these capacities.

Bassem Melki and Caleb Hutcherson’s chapter discusses incorporating 
action-research principles in an Arab context. It highlights the pressing need for 
more faculty with PhDs who can supervise action research projects and promote 
this methodology. The authors appropriately see this methodology as a “powerful 
tool for promoting theological integration in life and ministry that seems to lead 
to needed social change” (248). Given the complexities of the Arab region, their 
perceptive statement could not be more welcome. 

I found Marvin Oxenham’s chapter on digital scholarship to be particularly relevant 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Oxenham’s chapter argues that different ways to 
do advanced theological studies “might be explored through the changes that 
are brought by digital technology and in particular the internet” (351). The phrase 
“quickly changing landscape” could not be more true now. Since March 2020, we 
have witnessed libraries being forced to close and theological colleges compelled 
to turn more and more to digital scholarship and its three elements outlined in 
the chapter (digital, networked, and open). In this context, many academics will 
be compelled to become “enthusiasts of digital technologies” (351). Perhaps 
“the digital revolution” is becoming “commonplace, even in our ivory towers of 
theological education” (352) and will influence how learners and educators 
proceed. 

This collection incentivizes me as an Arab woman to dare to dream of a future 
where we are not entirely dependent on the West for our academic structures 
(though we are truly grateful for that so far) – where perhaps in the next decade, 
we can see a PhD program born in the Middle East, where students may be able 
to pursue postgraduate degrees with less financial cost, less cost on family life, 
less cost on personal wellbeing, and less cost on ongoing ministry and mission 
(80- 83), and, equally important, to be able to write in their “heart” languages (5). 
As I write this, I think particularly (but not exclusively) of many Arab women 
who may not be able to travel for postgraduate studies abroad because of 
cultural restrictions or language inhibitions – but who would be able to access 
postgraduate education in their contexts. Therefore, embracing innovation in 
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theological education is not to be feared but celebrated.

As enriching as this book is, I would have liked to have heard more directly from 
current Majority World doctoral students who have engaged with the process of 
studying for an advanced degree. That way, the book would not only speak about 
them but give them an opportunity to assert their own voices.

Overall, Shaw and Dharamraj’s resource is an excellent illustration of East and 
West working harmoniously towards the expansion and refinement of TE. 
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Asian Christian Theology (ACT) seeks to “approach Christian theology that is 
biblically rooted, historically aware, contextually engaged, and broadly 
evangelical” (2) and reassesses “traditional areas of Christian teaching in light of 
the Asian church’s distinctive needs and resources, and [then] revis[es] the very 
areas of focus themselves” (5).

The book has two sections – doctrinal themes and contemporary concerns – where 
essays do the following: (i) survey the classical/historical development of each 
systematic doctrine; (ii) describe the Asian socio-cultural and religious contexts in 
which Christianity interacts; (iii) explicate a unique Asian Christian theology.

ACT begins with Gener’s excellent chapter on divine revelation. It states that 
studying theology must be missional and contextual; it emphasizes Christology, 
the “centrality of biblical revelation in Christian faith” (15), and how it relates to 
the practices of Asian theology, mission, and discipleship. Gener believes that the 
“experiential dimension of doing Asian Christian theology” is to see “the living 
faith of the people of God… as the locus of primary theology” (30) by “listening 
carefully to what the Spirit of truth who indwells the church is saying through the 
people of God” (31, citing Chan). In this way, listening to the Spirit opens “Asia’s 
‘gifts’ of spirituality, meditative prayer, the religions, and a strong family 
orientation as resources that could enrich the universal body of Christ, when 
appropriated discerningly” (32). The rest of the book closely follows Gener’s 
themes.

Chapter 2 develops a doctrine of the Bible in dialogue with Jewish, Hindu, and 
Muslim scriptures to uncover how God reveals himself in various modes. A rich 
insight that emerges is how “the nature of the revelation indicates the nature of 
the deity involved, with the manner of self-disclosure being an indicator of this 
nature” (46). Chapter 3 surveys the Trinity, one of the most challenging concepts 
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to explain in Asian Christianity. A unique contribution is the author’s development 
of a contextual Asian Trinitarianism, taking the traditional Filipino nuclear family 
as an analogy for the divine family (76-77). Contextual Christology follows (ch 4) 
to critique the “radically creative turn of Asian Christology” (91-95) where Jesus 
is “a caricature of the person who is proclaimed by the testimony of the New 
Testament writers” or “a God-man no different from what Krishna is to Hinduism, 
or a mere teacher of wisdom as Gautama the Buddha is to Buddhism” (92). Rather 
than communicating Christology in Western abstractions, we must “search for 
presentations of Jesus that resonate with Asian categories of thought and address 
the most immediate challenges to witness and mission” (95). Christology is also 
discussed in a theology of creation (ch 5). Here, Christ’s “all-inclusive reconciling 
ministry of bringing together everything under God’s control” means that 
Christians are “formed into a new people [who] will be reconciled with the earth, 
with the world of nature by being given a land in which to dwell” (110). Creation is 
“reconciled to God (not worshipped), cared for” (116).

These chapters present a beautiful vision of the world – both creation and 
Asian culture – infused with the Spirit’s presence. Ch. 6 cautions readers not to 
over-exclude or over-include the Spirit in non-Christian religions (121-123). 
Indeed, the church in Asia is now on something of a “quest to find paths forward 
in pneumatology that are (1) faithful to the Scriptures, (2) informed by Christian 
tradition … and, (3) capable of speaking to key cultural-religious as well as social 
realities in Asia” (126). Such improvements are also needed in Asian evangelical 
ecclesiology (ch 7) because of its weak historical character, theological fluidity, 
fragmentation, and “ritual impoverishment” (140-141, 152).

On a separate topic, good eschatological hope exists for Asians (ch 8) to deal with 
terrorism and peace and with poverty and Asia’s widening wealth gap. Because of 
God’s revelation for the world in Christ, Christian hope “is not just about a future 
reality” but also about pursuing divine justice, peace, and life now, in tension with 
present disappointments and tribulations (172).

The remaining essays reflect contemporary Asian concerns: suffering and mission 
(ch 9); cultural identity and theology (ch 10); contextualization of Christ for 
Hindus (ch 11); Christian witness as public theology in the Philippines (ch 12); 
diaspora identity, belonging, and mission (ch 13); a typology of theology for 
religious encounters (ch 14); theology in context of radical Chinese cultural shifts 
(ch 15); and reconciliation in the Middle East (ch 15). They all exemplify how 
context-specific approaches towards religious Others can happen through 
dialogue, deep friendship, and incarnational and peaceable witness. 

What benefits does the book offer for theological education? 

ACT offers theological educators in Asia an understanding of Christian identity and 
life that is faithful to Christ yet also richly contextualized. From insights in ACT, 
educators can discover pedagogical places, people, and processes to fertilize their 
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own approaches to teaching (e.g. using dialogical approaches to interreligious 
encounters, employing missiological or ethnographic research methods to study 
culture and people in conversation with theology, etc). Humility that incorporates 
listening and learning from Asian sources as educational resources is implicit 
throughout.

By including contributions from many denominations (e.g. Anglican, Methodist, 
Pentecostals) and institutions (e.g. seminaries, mission boards, research 
institutes), ACT showcases how theological training now occurs in rapidly 
expanding modes across Asia. Churches and seminaries need not be the only 
options for theological educators for ministry in Asia. Traditional Asian theological 
education must now consider how to relate to these diversities. Ignoring them 
may serve a denomination or doctrinal purpose in the short-term, but failing to 
consider serious intra-denominational dialogue or partnership may lead to limited 
institutional resources and parochial theological perspectives in the long run. 

While inter-organisational, inter-denominational cooperation is important, 
Asian evangelical Christians are united on a strong commitment to the Bible. 
Unfortunately, historically, this posture has marginalized missiology’s and 
sociology’s contributions to theology. However, by including essays by Juliet Lee 
Uytanlet, Lalsangkima Pachuau, and Tan Kang San, ACT implicitly calls Majority 
World seminaries to add anthropologists and missiologists to their faculties. 
Doing so will better equip students for biblical socio-cultural engagement and will 
integrate anthropology and missiology as valid disciplines of Christian study.

If ACT calls for better anthropological and missiological engagements in 
theological education, it opens another question: Can Asian seminaries invite 
religious Others into their classrooms as instructors? Most Asian Christians 
(especially first-generation converts) are not even interested in visiting 
non-Christian religious sites; they do not see religious Others as sources of 
learning. This reluctance finds its way into many classrooms. To be sure, many 
valid reasons exist for this (e.g. security concerns, discrimination, or restrictions, 
etc). Yet Christians (in Asia and elsewhere) should reconsider this attitude. If 
learning can be enhanced by interdisciplinary approaches, we should also 
recognize the enrichments offered by religious Others. We should not limit 
learning to texts and doctrines “out there” but should include non-Christians 
n our classrooms so that we can learn from them.

On a very specific note, Gener’s chapter asks: If theology is to be contextual and 
missional, to what extent should Asian evangelicals hew to the traditional 
structure of systematic theology, when that structure emerged from a Western 
framework? For example, why should eschatology be separate from other 
doctrines if the underlying reason for such separation is a Western definition of 
time as linear? Could eschatology not be integrated throughout theology? Gener 
also questions the limits of systematic theology: How might an Asian contextual 
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version account for narrative drama rather than offer a “set of timeless 
propositions” (26; 66)? 

Overall, ACT’s essays model theologizing in interfaith/intercultural dialogues 
appropriate for Asia’s diverse socio-religious contexts. Even though the book is 
not squarely aimed at theological educators, it is a resource for analytical 
frameworks and will stimulate contextualized theological training. It will motivate 
readers to adapt their approaches to engage with Asia’s pluralisms. ACT is an 
important milestone and should be required reading for all Christian theological 
educators and students in Asia. It sets the stage for future writing on Asian 
missional theology that would complement the fine essays offered here.  
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