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“It used to be that we did our theology in the school and then went and 
practiced it. Now we are doing our theology out of our practice,” says 
Taras Dyatlik, Regional Director for Overseas Council and consultant to 
the ScholarLeaders Vital SustainAbility project. He shared these words 
over Zoom, speaking to a group of supporters as he discussed the im-
pact of the war in Ukraine on seminaries. (For more on that topic, see the 
reports in this issue). His statement does not indicate a turn away from 
the authority of Scripture. Rather, it recognizes that the war is reshaping 
theology as those living amid horror are bringing new challenges to God. 

In the context of war, the idea of praying for one’s enemies elicits a 
visceral response. After seeing the atrocities left behind by occupying 
forces in Bucha, many Christians felt less like praying Luke 22:34, “For-
give them Father, for they know not what they do.” Instead, echoing the 
pain of the Psalmist, they shouted the words of Psalm 69:

     Pour out your fury on them;
         consume them with your burning anger.
     Let their homes become desolate
         and their tents be deserted.

     To the one you have punished, they add insult to injury;
         they add to the pain of those you have hurt.
     Pile their sins up high,
         and don’t let them go free.
     Erase their names from the Book of Life;
         don’t let them be counted among the righteous.
     I am suffering and in pain.
         Rescue me, O God, by your saving power.

Where we do our theology and when we do our theology matter. Bevans 
(2002) states that theology is inherently and necessarily contextual, in 
that it must engage a specific time and place. On the one hand, we bring 
theological truth to our context. On the other hand, we bring our own 
experiences and outlook, rooted in our context, to the Bible, seeking 
meaning from it.

Where We Do Theology Matters 
Evan R. Hunter                                   
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Drawing from his mentor, Ted Ward, James E. Plueddeman popularized 
the metaphor of the rail fence in education. In this analogy, the top rail 
represents the subject, and the bottom rail represents the learner’s 
experiences, needs, interests, and struggles (2018, 19). The teacher’s 
job includes building fenceposts that connect subject and experience. 
For theology, this metaphor works as well: the pastor, theologian, or 
educator is constantly connecting text and context. Sometimes we begin 
with the top rail – what the text says. Other times, the starting point 
comes from the bottom rail, where contextual realities drive the learner’s 
questions back to theology. 

For example, consider baptism. Various ecclesial bodies have accepted 
different understandings about the mode, timing, or role of baptism as 
an entry into the people of God. Yet a particular context may create an 
entirely new set of questions for the practice of baptism. A seminary 
professor once asked if a secret believer in a context violently hostile to 
conversion could “self-baptize” in response to God’s command. For him, 
that bottom rail, context, raised new questions as to how the teachings 
of Scripture work out in the face of persecution. An answer would require 
consideration of the nature of the church, the purpose of baptism, and 
obedience to the teachings of Scripture – all in relation to this particular 
situation. In any context, theological education helps build fence posts 
that connect the bottom rail to the top.

Historical theology reminds us that most doctrines developed to reply to 
new questions. Disputes over the nature of Christ led to the Council of 
Nicaea. Many of Paul’s teachings arose not from Biblical reflection but 
from challenges within churches (like Corinth). In the past, the church 
has developed theology in response to immediate challenges facing the 
people of God.

In Latin America, poverty and oppression color many of the theological 
questions that have led to the development of both liberation theology 
and the evangelical theology of holistic mission. Theologians in the 
region talk about doing theology “from below,” learning to exegete the 
context to understand the issues that affect people’s lives. This posture 
shapes the process of theology. Cesar Lopes, Rector for CETI Continen-
tal, wrote:

Very importantly, such positioning affects how we approach the theolog-
ical method. Using simple and general terms, in Northern latitudes, the 
common tendency is to read the Bible first and then develop ideas and 
principles to be applied in life. Latin American theologians, on the other 
hand, tend to prayerfully and critically analyze specific issues arising 
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from this context of oppression they face in their Christian walk before 
even opening the Bible. In other words, “theology from below” looks for 
the right questions to ask before turning to the Bible for answers, and 
then looks to address them with concern for the powerless. (2014)

Theology from below does not inherently negate the authority of Scrip-
ture. As in the rail fence metaphor, the top rail, authority, does not 
diminish when the process starts from the bottom rail. Both rails are 
necessary – as are the fence posts that connect them. War, persecution, 
or political oppression all drive theological questions. For theological 
education and theological educators, the call is to build posts that con-
nect these bottom rail realities to the truth of Scripture. 

This issue of the InSights Journal features a series of short reflections 
by theological educators in Ukraine. During the war’s first month, these 
leaders already found their rapidly changing context bringing new 
questions to the church, to people witnessing horror and injustice. Their 
fence posts are in flux. In their essays, they are living out their theology 
– processing violence, responding where possible, and seeking hope. 

The other articles in this issue also address the importance of context in 
the development of theological education. The article on faculty devel-
opment draws on years of experience in southeast Asia. In Francophone 
Africa, history and context shape the maturation of a seminary and its 
programs. Finally, Wageeh Mikhail offers a vision for how theological 
education can turn the challenges of Muslim-majority contexts into op-
portunities. In each piece, the questions posed by a specific context lead 
to theological responses. 

Contextual engagement does not mean limiting learning and application 
only to those specific places. Instead, contextual engagement provides 
insights that may benefit other contexts with similar questions. Further-
more, because we are a united body of Christ, what happens in each 
context reverberates throughout the whole. In every context, we share 
the common top rail of God’s revelation, interact with various different 
bottom rails of context, and continue to build relevant connections be-
tween the two for the sake of the Kingdom.

References
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A Response to Jack Robinson’s “Early 
History of FATEB”: Experience from the 
Shalom Faculty of Evangelical Theology 
Abel Ngarsoulede

Editor’s Note: Chad has long been marked by armed conflict. On 20 April 
2021, Chad’s president, Idriss Déby, was killed by militants while he was 
on the front lines commanding soldiers against a rebel group in northern 
Chad. Déby had survived several coup attempts and uprisings. After his 
death, Chad’s parliament was dissolved. A transitional military council, 
led by Déby’s son Mahamat, formed in place of the government. At the 
end of this article, Ngarsoulede mentions his own leadership role in 
Chad’s national political transition.

Any project of theological education begins with a shared vision execut-
ed by dedicated people. Such is the case of the Shalom Graduate School 
of Evangelical Theology (l’Ecole Supérieure de Théologie Evangélique 
Shalom)(ESTES), now known as the Shalom Faculty of Evangelical Theol-
ogy (Faculté de Théologie Evangélique Shalom)(FATES), located in Chad 
and founded in 1989. 

An institution of theological education in Francophone Africa, FATES is 
often compared to the Bangui Evangelical School of Theology (Faculté 
de Théologie Évangélique de Bangui)(FATEB) in Central African Republic. 
This is because FATEB is considered by some to be the region’s premier 
theological institution. Indeed, FATEB’s founders intended that it would 
be the only theological institution for the Francophone African Church. 
Before 1977, African churches sent their students for theological edu-
cation to Europe or the United States. After FATEB was founded in 1977, 
churches began to send their students there instead. I myself illustrate 
one of FATEB’s ongoing benefits for the Francophone African Church: 
FATEB trains faculty and administrators for other Francophone theo-
logical schools. I traveled to FATEB in September 1998 for my Master’s 
of Divinity. In 2005, I was among the first students to earn a PhD from 
FATEB. In January 2012, FATES welcomed me as Academic Director, a 
position in which I served for 3 academic years. I then served as FATES’s 
as President, a role I could not have held without the extensive training I 
received at FATEB.



14

Insights Journal   Vol. 7  No. 2

In the decades after FATEB’s founding, churches in Chad began to see 
challenges with sending students so far away for theological educa-
tion. Even students who did not travel as far as Europe but who went to 
FATEB in nearby Central African Republic faced hardships: the cost of 
travel and life abroad was too high for many, and the time away from 
family, church, and community hampered ministry when students finally 
returned home. Over time, Chadian churches realized that they had 
enough capacity locally (i.e., nationally) to do the same work that FATEB 
was doing. They convened a general assembly of the Entente des Eglises 
et Missions Evangeliques au Chad (EEMET) in April 1988 to consider the 
possibility of theological education onsite in Chad. The assembly unani-
mously voted to create a theological school in and for Chad. They called 
all local Bible and denominational schools to close and send students 
solely to this new institution. Such dedication would feed the institution, 
ensure uniformly quality education for Chadian Christian leaders, and 
unite churches across Chad. 

With its national, rather than regional, focus, how does FATES compare 
to FATEB? In Summer 2021, the InSights Journal for Global Theological 
Education published a brief history of FATEB’s early years by Jack Rob-
inson. In light of that history and both schools’ current situations, my 
article reflects on FATES’s history and ongoing work. At a deeper level, it 
illustrates why multiple theological schools at different levels are need-
ed for the Francophone African Church to thrive.

Continental Versus National Vision: A Comparison of  
FATEB & FATES

Like FATEB, FATES was established for a purpose; like FATEB, its history, 
partners, and original program designs influence its current ministry. 

Mission 

FATES’s mission is to provide the Chadian Church with leaders rooted in 
the Scriptures, capable of defending their faith when faced with objec-
tions, able to serve in a diverse society, and equipped to respond to 
Chad’s particular challenges with evangelical truth. Its primary purpos-
es:

     1)  Train by the Word and by example
     2)  Stir passion for service to God and to neighbor
     3)  Promote faithfulness to God and to others 
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These purposes are somewhat similar to FATEB’s. FATEB was founded 
by the Association of Evangelicals of Africa and Madagascar (AEAM). Ac-
cording to Robinson, in 1977, the President of AEAM, Samuel Odunaike, 
said that FATEB was founded to put Christian theology into contemporary 
African idiom, to promote unity in the Francophone African Church (as 
opposed to what FATEB’s founders saw as unhealthy divisions in the 
Western Church), and to provide high standards of academic excellence 
alongside true spiritual and practical ministerial preparation (Robinson 
2021). FATEB was intended to confront universalism, syncretism, and me-
diocre theological understanding in Africa at the time. FATEB’s founders 
hoped that it would stir Christians’ evangelistic zeal, sustain and deepen 
Christian unity, and emphasize practical service in local churches (as 
opposed to lofty intellectual academic projects). 

Founding 

If their missions are somewhat similar, FATES and FATEB are very differ-
ent in their founding. FATEB’s founding body was AEAM, an organization 
of all the churches on the African continent (regardless of language). 
AEAM developed FATEB as the Francophone twin of an Anglophone 
school that it established in Kenya. It intended these sibling schools 
to serve all Christian leaders across Africa. Thanks to this background, 
FATEB benefited from AEAM’s broad network. Western missions support-
ed it; AEAM encouraged churches across the continent to feed students 
to it; various outside experts provided guidance; and some faculty came 
from abroad. Thanks to AEAM’s influence, FATEB opened on its own land, 
over a hectare granted freely by the Central African government. Campus 
expansion followed. 

On the other hand, FATES is the work of EEMET, a Christian organization 
specific to Chad. In 1976, a year before FATEB’s founding, the churches 
in Chad had set up an evening training program for church leaders. This 
training did not meet academic standards; in direct response, FATES’s 
establishment in 1989 strengthened the capacity of church leaders to 
teach lay persons. 

FATES’s more local founding constrains its physical assets as well as 
its finances and faculty. Member churches, located solely within Chad, 
support FATES. To sustain it, denominations within Chad have to send an 
annual quota of students to FATES. Faculty also come from within Chad 
alone – not internationally, as at FATEB. In addition, FATES began on the 
premises of a private college belonging to one of the founding denom-
inations and did not have space of its own. It stayed in this denomina-
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tional facility from October 1989 to December 1995. By the grace of God, 
thanks to local efforts, FATES acquired 10 hectares on which it was able 
to build its own campus, where it has been located since January 1996. 
However, due to lack of funds and the exorbitant local cost of building 
materials, FATES has not been able to develop its site fully: over 2/3 
of its land is not yet used. FATES does not have sufficient on-campus 
accommodations for students, and it does not have any official accom-
modations for outside visitors (i.e., non-resident faculty, donors, etc.). 

Partnerships

Because of their different backgrounds, FATEB and FATES have benefited 
from very different networks. At administrative, financial, and academic 
levels, FATEB has received help from many international organizations, 
such as Overseas Council, Langham, and ScholarLeaders. Tuition at 
FATEB is not burdensome to many of its students because FATEB has 
received significant grants that offset its costs. 

Unlike FATEB, FATES benefits only from five church “families” located 
within Chad. Three other denominations joined EEMET later, alleviating 
some of the expense. Because FATES does not have the global, diverse 
partnerships from which FATEB benefits, it is more financially con-
strained. In fact, its financial survival depends entirely on students pay-
ing tuition. These students in turn depend entirely on the spontaneous 
(and sometimes unreliable) generosity of local churches, on a few kind 
individuals, and on denominations. Churches who recommend students 
for training at FATES are solely responsible for supporting them. (I will 
discuss this in more detail below.) 

Program Designs

From its inception, FATEB focused on graduate-level education. While 
it did eventually add a Bachelor of Theology program, its first degree 
in 1977 was a five-year Master’s through which all students had to 
progress. It has continued to expand its graduate offerings to include 
multiple Master’s degrees and a PhD launched in 2005. Now, FATEB has 
accredited Bachelor’s, Master’s, and doctoral programs (a DMin as well 
as a PhD). It has also begun to offer lay education in the evenings and 
on weekends on campus.  It opened a campus in Yaoundé following the 
hostilities of 2013-2014. Despite difficulties of all kinds, FATEB continues 
to train men and women for the work of the Lord in Africa and beyond.

Whereas FATEB began as a graduate school, FATES began as an under-
graduate school and gradually added further training. FATES started 



17

Vol. 7   No. 2
InSights Journal

with a three-year Bachelor’s program, its core for almost 25 years. For 
this program, students come from Chad and Cameroon (one has come 
from Benin; in 2020, one came from Central African Republic). For many 
years, if students wanted further education, they went to FATEB, UPAC in 
Cameroon, FATEAC in Cote d’Ivoire, or even Europe.  

After many years, FATES’s board began to notice how expensive it was 
for students to travel outside Chad for graduate education. International 
Masters- and PhD-level studies burdened students and their churches. 
Local churches strongly expressed a desire for graduate-level training 
because of numerous interested candidates, but the cost of support-
ing families to live far away during graduate studies was a burden for 
churches, and sending students away from their families for two to five 
years is an obvious relational burden. So, in 2015, the board decided to 
open a Master’s program at FATES: they saw an ongoing local demand 
for this training and determined that they had sufficient faculty cover 
the need. (It was at this time that FATES’s name changed to reflect its 
expanded programs.) Although FATES drew inspiration from FATEB’s ex-
perience during this process, it developed its own approach to offering 
graduate programs. Chad’s national Ministry of Higher Education guided 
FATES’s board and followed FATES’s growth into graduate programs. A 
desire to meet public needs also motivated the board during this pro-
cess of evolution.

Over the years, FATES has developed stronger academic networks that 
have allowed for other programs. In addition to its basic theological 
degrees, FATES has created an emphasis in African languages thanks to 
collaboration with SIL-Africa. Two years ago, it established a one-year 
program to train church planters. In January 2019, FATES opened a train-
ing and research unit under the supervision of the Council of Theological 
Institutions of Francophone Africa (CITAF) and with the encouragement 
of Chad’s Ministry of Higher Education. (CITAF’s oversight at FATES now 
parallels AEAM’s guidance for FATEB.)

Both FATEB and FATES emphasize whole-family and non-ordained min-
istry. Both have training programs for students’ wives to equip them to 
serve alongside their husbands. In addition, like FATEB, FATES provides 
training for non-ordained Christian leaders and those who cannot enroll 
full-time. As president, I helped to guide FATES toward this this diversity 
of programs, a direction that grew out of my own initial training at my 
denomination’s Biblical Institute, coupled with my ministerial experi-
ence and my training at FATES and FATEB. My time at FATEB under several 
teachers of different nationalities enriched my leadership goals so that, 
when I returned to FATES, I was prepared to attend to these non-tradi-
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tional programs. All these programs depend on the selfless commitment 
of full- and part-time faculty and on Christian goodwill locally and inter-
nationally.  

FATEB and FATES are most different in their capacity to offer training 
online. FATEB has just put its Masters online for students who cannot 
join face-to-face. However, FATES’s socio-political and cultural contexts 
do not allow it to offer online education. The Chadian government occa-
sionally suspends internet access in order to control social movements 
and constrain violent conflict. Additionally, Chadians are not sufficiently 
familiar with technology (despite the fact that fiber optic infrastructure 
was installed 10 years ago); indeed, internet is too expensive for many. 
Thus, online education remains outside FATES’s reach.  

Lessons from FATES in Light of FATEB

As it faces the hardships of the Francophone African context, FATEB con-
tinues to stand as an example and inspiration. FATES has learned from 
FATEB as it engages its own realities.

Lack of funds constrains theological education.

In its finances, FATES benefits from donations. Although FATES is more 
locally focused than FATEB, international donors, such as Overseas 
Council, ScholarLeaders, Langham, and others, have given grants for 
FATES’s operating costs and for student scholarships; international 
missions donors include French and Francophone African missions 
organizations. Individuals and local churches occasionally give during 
special worship services or ceremonies. In addition, some organizations 
have sponsored specific projects at FATES. These include buildings (sup-
ported by Cornerstone Trust and Egyptian foundations, among others); 
a market garden (SEL-France is the main supporter); and office supplies 
and two-wheeled vehicles for staff (European foundations support these 
items). Further, FATES receives some third-stream income from a high 
school it hosts, room rental, and sale of books. 

Yet FATES has significant problems because it depends primarily on tui-
tion to pay faculty and staff salaries and administrative costs. Each year, 
its budget is covered at best by two-thirds (and sometimes only by half). 
It is always striving to overcome a deficit. During Chad’s economic crisis, 
FATES lowered tuition, which meant that operating costs were even more 
strained. 
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Even in economically healthy times, students often fail to pay tuition 
because the local churches that support them do not maintain that 
support: local churches often cut students adrift. This situation hinders 
student motivation and affects the quality of their studies, as well as 
harming FATES itself financially. When churches do not support their stu-
dents, this worsens FATES’s financial position, leading to accumulating 
arrears of staff salaries and taxes. The weight of the institution rests on 
the shoulders of its leadership, and the board does not help FATES raise 
funds. This results in frustrations and conflict.  

Denominational tensions are inevitable.

The African churches that founded FATEB have, in the years since its 
founding, withdrawn and created their own denominational schools. 
Sometimes a denomination may even have two or three schools within 
a single country and with the same programs. This split away from one 
large regional seminary toward many smaller local or denominational 
schools has led to a sense of competition within theological education. 

Of course, FATES is a product of this trend, which might be looked upon 
negatively from FATEB’s point of view. FATES has itself suffered from this 
tendency to split apart. Some EEMET churches no longer recommend 
that their leaders attend FATES. Others only recommend FATES for grad-
uate students. Churches more and more withdraw, preferring their own 
local/denominational training. For example, in 2014, a major denomina-
tion within EEMET created its own school in southern Chad; it issues pas-
toral licenses there. In 2021, another denomination established a school 
in N’Djamena, the city where FATES is located, with the same Bachelors 
program that FATES offers. (The faculty for these new schools all work at 
FATES as well as part-time teachers.)

The reason for this reorientation of training at the denominational level 
is that FATES’s programs respect universal evangelical standards but do 
not account for specific denominational differences. Church leaders fear 
that FATES students will return to their churches without respect for local 
denominational traditions and practices. So churches train individuals 
and enlist them to serve internally without thinking about the opportuni-
ties for learning and unity offered by FATES. As a result, FATES’s enroll-
ment decreases every year, and its financial burden becomes increas-
ingly heavy. We at FATES begin to wonder what criticisms can really be 
leveled at FATES on doctrine, ethics, or organization that would truly 
prevent churches from sending their students to our university.
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Denominational rivalries fuel conflict within FATES itself. People ask, 
“Why do these particular churches seem to benefit the most from FATES? 
We are supporting the school too; we should benefit also.” Others say, 
“Because we don’t have any students at FATES, let its administrative 
and financial burdens fall on the denominations that do have students 
there.” Others ask, “Isn’t there someone else who can run this school? 
Can’t we find a better leader?” 

Often, individuals do not clearly express their objections or disagree-
ments. They see diversifying academic programs, but they do not want 
to support FATES’s activities and encourage its staff by giving to it. 
However, FATES’s staff remain open to collaboration and would welcome 
churches’ involvement.  

Intentional spiritual development for faculty is absolutely necessary.

Just as at FATEB, FATES has learned the hard way that spiritual formation 
is essential for faculty. FATES has had to dismiss two teachers because 
students complained about their teaching. One teacher was judged 
incompetent to teach at a university level; he flagrantly and scandal-
ously disdained students. The second teacher could not design his own 
course; he plagiarized from others’ books and admitted that he could 
not adapt his course for another level. Dissatisfaction with both these 
teachers led to a loss of student motivation. In the end, students com-
plained to FATES’s board, demanding that the teachers be released. In 
another case, a teacher resigned because of conflict with my predeces-
sor as president. The teacher became insubordinate and challenged 
authority. Attempts at reconciliation were unsuccessful, so this teacher 
went elsewhere. 

FATES’s leadership has been aware of these situations for several years 
and has watched them very carefully. In some cases, reconciliation has 
happened (in external environments, after the teachers in question have 
left the institution). After considering these cases, FATES created a mech-
anism to promote faculty spiritual development: the chaplain mentors 
faculty; faculty go on spiritual retreats together, and faculty communi-
cate with one another during worship. These activities develop spiritual 
vitality among faculty – which not only deepens the faculty’s spiritual 
unity but also enables the faculty to serve as true spiritual models for 
students. 

A narrower target community allows for richer theological engagement.  
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In terms of community engagement, FATES benefits from its narrower 
focus. In 1993, FATES initiated a conference for pastors and denomina-
tional heads in Chad (COPREAT). This conference is uniquely interdenom-
inational. Speakers have come from Chad and other African countries; 
they have discussed pastoral, ethical, cultural, and economic themes. 
Because participants have been so pleased with COPREAT, FATES contin-
ues to organize it, to invite speakers recommended by organizations and 
denominations, and to structure it with opportunities for spiritual renew-
al. The last conference was in 2016; the next one was supposed to be in 
2020, but the COVID-19 pandemic prevented significant gatherings. 

In addition to this national conference for pastors, FATES has organized 
two public conferences, one in 2015 and one in 2018. The 2015 confer-
ence focused on political succession; the 2018 conference on political 
engagement in oppressive and discriminatory social contexts. The sec-
ond conference was so successful that an article was removed from the 
Chadian constitution that had prevented Christians from accessing posi-
tions of political responsibility. Christians across Chad have denounced 
evil and have been strengthened in their faith by watching their political 
leaders do the same. 

Furthermore, at the end of August 2021, Chad’s Ministry of Higher Edu-
cation, Research, and Innovation and the Evangelical University of Chad 
approached me. Alongside EEMET and Christian and secular leaders, 
they asked me to build a team of academic and theological experts to 
develop documents for inclusive national dialogue. This team’s mission 
continues as we seek to participate in the renewal of Chad’s national 
government. In conjunction with this team, I serve on the organizing 
committee for the thematic group, “Peace, Social Cohesion, and Recon-
ciliation.” We guide discussions during national dialogue and support 
Chad’s transitional institutions.  

Conclusion

During my training at FATEB at the feet of leaders of different levels of 
academic training, with varied personalities, and from diverse cultural 
backgrounds, I acquired wide experience. I learned patience, gentle-
ness, compassion, how to maintain relationships, a spirit of service, a 
strong work ethic, etc. from different individuals. The sum of these expe-
riences influences my character and shapes my leadership at FATES. 
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Overall, despite many challenges, FATES’s initial vision has evolved 
positively. FATES has maintained a Doctoral Training and Research Unit 
for three years as part of its licensed program. Such development is not 
free from difficulties, conflicts, or failures, but as a team, FATES’s faculty 
and staff continue to honor its founding vision, even as we have diversi-
fied its programs and opened new partnerships. We uphold the school’s 
statement of intent, its two strands of responsibility inspired by Colos-
sians 1:28: To instruct every man in all wisdom and to present every man 
fulfilled in Christ to God. Thanks be to God for His faithfulness that sup-
ports our work so that we can continue to train leaders for His Church. 
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Theological Education in Muslim-Majority 
Contexts: Challenges and A Proposed 
Approach 
Wageeh Mikhail  

Abstract 

This article discusses some challenges facing Christian theological insti-
tutions in the Muslim World and addresses three in particular. Though 
these are true challenges, this article will demonstrate how they can 
become opportunities for success and service to God and the communi-
ty. These challenges are: 1) Christian presence; 2) teaching certain topics 
in Christian theology; and 3) Muslim-majority cultures.
 

 
Introduction

Seminaries and other theological educational institutions are not im-
mune to challenges. Their challenges can be financial, organizational, 
or administrative. Some seminaries do not have well-equipped faculty 
or staff. Some seminaries under totalitarian regimes may face frequent 
intervention from state authorities. Some of these challenges apply to 
seminaries in the Muslim World. However, seminaries in the Muslim 
World have their own unique set of challenges that arise from the Mus-
lim context. 

The list of challenges this article discusses is not exhaustive, but it does 
give an idea of some of the obstacles faced by seminaries in Muslim-ma-
jority contexts. In light of these challenges, this article will offer a new 
approach to theological education in the Muslim World – an approach 
that prioritizes the study of Islam in the seminary curricula. How semi-
naries in the Muslim World prioritize Islam will depend on their individ-
ual contexts, but centering Islam in the curricula, rather than sidelining 
it as only a matter for apologetics, will help Christian seminaries in 
Muslim-majority contexts serve their churches and communities more 
wisely and fruitfully. 
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The Challenge of Christian Presence in the Muslim World 

Often, scholars of Church history highlight the missionary endeavors of 
Christ’s disciples to the West; rarely, however, do they highlight jour-
neys to the East, although early Christianity flourished in the East, in ar-
eas including modern-day Palestine, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and Asia Minor. 
Four of the ancient patriarchates were located in the East and Asia Minor. 
Key Eastern theologians include Athanasius (297-373) and Augustine 
(354-430). All seven ecumenical Christian councils were organized in 
the East. A monk called Alopen from the Church of the East pioneered 
missionary endeavors to China and other Asian countries; he was based 
in Iraq in 781AD. The Church needs to emphasize these facts in order to 
celebrate God’s unstoppable work in this region and to strengthen Mid-
dle Eastern Christian identity, as Middle Eastern Christians face ever-in-
creasing challenges.

Despite this historical evidence, many people have associated Christian-
ity with the West. Millions believe that Christianity is a Western religion, 
even though Christianity is the majority religion in several non-Western 
countries. According to the Pew Research Center, the majority popula-
tion of many African, Latin American, and Asian countries adheres to 
Christianity (Pew Research, 2012). Nevertheless, many claim that “Chris-
tianity is a Western religion.” This is simply not true.

One has to ask why this notion gained wide acceptance. One possible 
reason is that the history of Christian mission has been written selective-
ly by Western scholars who have mistakenly not given appropriate atten-
tion to early Christian history in the East. According to several textbooks 
on Christian mission, missionaries were sent worldwide to spread the 
Good News about Jesus from the “capital” of Christianity, Rome (Phan, 
2008). Yet Christians were spreading the Good News from the cradle 
of Christianity, Jerusalem in the Middle East, long before Christianity 
dominated in Rome. Later, when Western scholarship helped establish 
seminaries and shape theological curricula in the Majority World, text-
books that portrayed Christianity as Western were translated into local 
languages. In fact, at some theological institutions in the Middle East, 
“The History of the Church in the East” is taught as a separate course not 
integrated with classic Church history. So, even if a student takes this 
course, they will not see how the two histories intermingle as part of the 
story of the Christian movement. As a result, the content of seminary 
courses does not tell the full story but rather reflects a Western perspec-
tive. It is, of course, a true perspective, and one has to be thankful to 
God for the role that Western missionaries played in spreading the Good 
News and in establishing modern theological institutions. However, it 
remains a partial perspective.   
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Certain popular understandings assume that whoever is from the Arab 
context must be Muslim. “Arab”/“Arabic” is often synonymous with 
“Muslim”/“Islamic.” This association alienates the Church and its theo-
logical institutions from its Arab milieu and relocates it elsewhere, often 
to the West. Again, though, this assumption is inaccurate, as the Church 
and theological education in the Arab context have existed since the Day 
of the Pentecost (Acts 2: 11). Theological education needs to teach about 
Christian schools that were established in Alexandria, Egypt, in the 
2nd century; Nisibis (now Turkey) in the 4th century; Edessa in the 5th 
century, and many other Eastern cities (Wickert, 1999; Becker). Failing to 
include these facts in their curricula, seminaries in the Middle East lose 
their sense of connection to their spiritual forefathers. The literature of 
the Eastern Church Fathers often gets overlooked, especially at Protes-
tant seminaries (with the exceptions, perhaps, of Athanasius and Augus-
tine). This omission gives students a false understanding of the history 
of theological education; they may think that seminaries started in their 
part of the world due to Western missionaries in the 19th century.
    
Theological education in Majority World countries needs to rediscover 
the full history of Christian mission. In fact, for the sake of the Global 
Church, the history of the entire Christian movement needs to be rewrit-
ten. Seminary faculty and the Church need to remember that Christianity 
began in the Middle East and spread from there to the ends of the earth. 
Such recognition has pedagogical implications, as it necessitates that 
seminary courses use world Christian literature, rather than limiting 
their resources to Western literature (Ayuch, 2010). For example, when 
seminaries teach apologetics with Islam, they have relied for decades 
on literature primarily produced by orientalists, German and English, or 
theologians who try to answer questions raised by Islam against Christi-
anity. One is reminded particularly of Samuel Zwemer (Wilson, 1952). No 
doubt, these works have value, but by appealing to Western literature to 
answer Islamic objections, seminaries overlook a theological treasure: 
the vast body of apologetic literature written by Arab Christians in the 
Middle Ages. These treatises provide a tremendous opportunity to learn 
from Christians who interacted with Muslims for the first time in history. 
Their answers were crafted in the heart of the Muslim World, in Islam’s 
own language, Arabic. If seminaries in the Middle East gave proper 
attention to this literature, they would reconnect with their Eastern/Ara-
bic heritage, and if seminaries outside the Arabic-speaking world would 
study these writings, they would benefit from the experience of those 
who first met Muslims face-to-face. A new phase of global cross-cultural 
cross-pollination would likely start between churches if these exchanges 
took place. One can only imagine a seminary in Indonesia studying the 
apologetic theology of ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī, the Arab Christian theologian 
and apologist who flourished in middle of the 9th century; or a Bible 



26

Insights Journal   Vol. 7  No. 2

college in Pakistan reading Christian literature composed by Theodore 
abū Qurrah (d. 825AD), the first Arab Christian theologian whose name 
is known (Mikhail, 2013; Griffith, 1980). Seminaries need to allow this 
literature to enter their curricula. Churches in the Arabic-speaking world 
of all denominations need to exercise Christian generosity by sharing 
their intellectual heritage with other churches. 

By engaging the historical realities of the Church in the East, seminaries 
can better establish the continuity of Christian presence in the East, 
countering the dominant narrative that the Christian faith is a western 
religion. The history of Christian dogma, missions, and theological 
education all have Eastern roots. Emphasizing that historical fact both 
aligns better to the truth of the Church and opens new opportunities for 
the Global Church today.

 
The Challenge of Teaching Certain Christian Doctrines

A seminary’s context shapes its curriculum, and seminaries in Islamic 
contexts are not exempted from this. To respond to Islam, some sem-
inaries teach introductory courses on the history of Islam, the Qur’an, 
Islamic theology, Islamic philosophy, and other topics. These courses 
are taught by Christian scholars of Islam who strive to have an academic 
approach. At other seminaries, a systematic theology or church history 
professor teaches an introductory course on Islam because the seminary 
lacks faculty trained in Islamic studies. This situation can lead to stu-
dents receiving a less complete understanding of Islam.

In addition, often, the curricula of seminaries in Islamic contexts become 
“apologetic” because Islamic theology questions the fundamentals of 
the Christian faith (the Trinity, the Incarnation, and the deity of Christ, to 
name a few). For this reason, Christian professors of Islamic studies at 
seminaries in Muslim contexts find themselves obligated to offer apol-
ogetics to respond to the Church’s intellectual needs, to help believers 
defend their core beliefs. For example, a New Testament professor at a 
seminary in a Muslim context must often defend the doctrine of divine 
inspiration when discussing Biblical textual criticism and manuscript 
variants, assuring the students that the Christian understanding of 
inspiration differs from that of Islam. This helps the students appreciate 
the human role played by prophets and apostles in writing the Scrip-
tures. Without such explanation, students might be vulnerable to accu-
sations raised by certain Muslim polemicists who use textual variants as 
a reference to human “mistakes” in the Christian Scriptures. The prime 
example of such a polemical attitude to the Bible is the South African 
polemicist Ahmad Deedat (1918-2005), who claims that the Bible has 
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50,000 mistakes (Deedat, 50000 Errors). This tension between Christian-
ity and Islam certainly impacts how Muslim-context seminaries approach 
the Bible and exegesis. Bible translations, which heavily rely on textual 
studies, are not easily welcomed in Muslim contexts, and differences 
between translations can be used to repudiate the Bible. 

Yet such an apologetic emphasis comes at a cost, for it often does not 
allow students to engage intellectually with Islam, as their main interest 
becomes defending Christianity in the face of Islamic questions. Profes-
sors find that they must equip their students with apologetic arguments 
to refute Islam’s allegations. This necessity leaves little room for serious 
intellectual engagement with Islam as a religion and as a lifestyle. 

As a result of lack of trained faculty and pressures of the Islamic con-
text, many students have only a selective knowledge of Islam that is 
restricted to theological differences and the weakest points in Islamic 
objections. This does not give seminaries in the Muslim World a chance 
to express themselves faithfully in the context of Islam or to engage with 
Islam on an intellectual level (Werner, 2009). When I say “intellectual 
engagement,” I mean seeing Islam not as a religion whose objections 
the Church tries to refute but as a framework for the seminary’s curricu-
la. This approach does not to diminish apologetics. Rather, it opens an 
opportunity for seminaries in Muslim contexts to widen their approach 
to Islam, moving beyond mere apologetics to intellectual engagement. 

I propose three aspects to this type of intellectual engagement: 1) rel-
evant self-expression, 2) seeking knowledge through listening, and 3) 
seeing Islam as a context, not a course. 

Relevant Expression

Some say that the history of Christian-Muslim understanding is a history 
of misunderstanding. This claim has truth. Christians and Muslims seem 
to speak different languages even though they live in the same place. 
Because Christians isolate themselves inside churches and Muslims 
isolate themselves inside mosques, each community unintentionally cre-
ates an exclusive language that the other does not understand. This is a 
tragedy because it deepens the differences between the two religions. 
In such cases, Christians and Muslims have to cross language barriers 
within the same context to understand each other. What the two groups 
ought to do is to use relevant modes of expressions in their attempts to 
be understood. 

Reflecting on this issue, ‘Ammār al-Baṣrī, an Arab Christian theologian 
who wrote in the 9th century, argues:
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We now come to what they (Muslims) find distasteful when we 
(Christians) say that Christ is the Son of God. They beleaguered 
people with this by telling them about us that we say that God took 
for Himself a female companion and a son from her. God is far too 
exalted for that. When we mention that God has manifested His 
economy in a body like ours, they distort it by making us say that 
He descended into the womb of Mary and limited Himself in her. 
When we mention that Christ was crucified, they distort this under-
standing to say that we impute weakness to God’s [character]. And 
when we mention baptism, and taking the Eucharist as the Body and 
Blood of Christ, and our belief that our reward in the lasting world is 
not found in sexual intercourse or food and drink, they oppose us. 
(Hayek, 56-57)

‘Ammār and the first generation of Arabic-speaking Christian theologians 
in the context of Islam remarkably expressed the tenants of Christian 
doctrine in Arabic, the lingua franca of the new world. The language they 
employed does not differ from the language used by their Muslim coun-
terparts. The difference cannot be noticed in the terminology employed. 
The difference is in doctrine, not the way in which the doctrine is ex-
plained. So the Church and the Mosque do have different doctrines, but 
by engaging in doctrinal debate in Arabic, the Church can at least ensure 
that we correctly understand differences. 

So Christian theology taught in Muslim contexts today ought to employ 
relevant terminology that make sense to the Muslim audience. Many 
Christian doctrines are difficult to Muslims anyway. The cross was 
deemed “foolishness” in the eyes of the Greeks of the Early Church, and 
it is much worse according to Islamic thinking, for it “weakens” God, 
subjecting Him to the brutality of the Romans. Therefore, when teaching 
the cross and other Christian doctrines, Christians in Muslim-majority 
contexts must choose vocabulary that is straightforwardly understood; 
otherwise difficulties of reception will be multiplied, and the “foolish-
ness” of the Gospel will become a real stumbling block. 

For example, I suggest using the language of ʿĪd al-Aḍḥā (Festival of 
Sacrifice) to explain the cross in a Muslim-majority context. During this 
festival, Muslims commemorate Abraham’s willingness to offer his son 
as a sacrifice. Although the Qur’an itself does not mention the name 
of Abraham’s son, Muslims believe that Abraham prepared Ishmael as 
a sacrifice. Despite this common misperception, Muslims appreciate 
the concept of sacrifice and offering – a theme found in the heart of the 
cross. As Paul writes in 1 Cor 5: 7, “For Christ, our Passover lamb, has 
been sacrificed.” In fact, in Islamic theology, ʿĪd al-Qurbān” (Festival of 
Offering) is another name for ʿĪd al-Aḍḥā. It is extremely significant here 
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that al-Qurbān is the same word used by Arabic-speaking Christians 
for the bread of the Lord’s Supper. So it goes without saying that at the 
heart of teaching about the cross in Muslim Arabic-speaking contexts, 
one needs to focus on the idea of “sacrifice.” 

Relevant expression must be at the heart of theological education in 
Muslim contexts. 
                   
Seeking Knowledge through Listening

Just as Christian theologians and seminary professors must express 
themselves in a relevant manner, they need to listen to Muslim scholars 
as they explain Islam. Christian intellectuals need to have careful ears 
with which to hear from Muslims about their doctrines. 

Christian professors of Islam need to adapt their curricula in order to 
teach Islam as Muslims themselves do, for Islamic studies are broader 
than apologetics. Christian lecturers on Islam need to be students of 
Islam before they become teachers of Islam. They need to be immersed 
in Islam’s culture, its sacred book, the Qur’an, and its other foundational 
literature – not as those who try to find proofs for the credibility of Chris-
tianity but as those who seek to learn. Only this approach will guarantee 
success and relevancy of Islamic studies at Christian seminaries. 

As Christian professors of Islam learn through listening to Islam and 
Muslims, they will be able to understand why Muslims find certain 
Christian doctrines objectionable – an understanding that will challenge 
Christian professors of Islam to reconsider the content of their curricula.     

Islam as a Context, not a Course     

Many seminaries in Muslim contexts tend to teach Islam in isolation 
from the rest of the curricula. For example, classic approaches to sys-
tematic theology begin with theology, anthropology, soteriology, and 
eschatology. Rarely, if ever, do seminary students find Islam interwoven 
with these topics, although Islam addresses these same topics explicit-
ly. Further, when the history of Christian doctrines is taught, it is done in 
a manner that ignores Islam as a prevalent religion during the time and 
in the region where these doctrines were being formulated. Students 
learn about Patristic literature, the Ecumenical Councils, Augustine and 
Pelagius, the Anthropology of the Middle Ages, the Reformation, and 
Post-Reformation theology (Berkhof, 1998). Yet the Arabic-speaking 
Church’s response to Islam has no place on this spectrum. But, at sem-
inaries in Muslim-majority contexts, Islam needs to shape all of these 
topics.  
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Let us take the “Doctrine of God” course taught at a Christian seminary 
in a Muslim context as an example. If a seminary follows the classic 
Western design in teaching such a course, students will learn about the 
existence of God, His attributes, the Trinity, and the Incarnation. These 
topics are important for a student to know regardless of the seminary’s 
location. 

However, theological education is not done in vacuum but in a context. 
The context of Christian seminaries in the Muslim World is Islam. Islam 
has its own structure of understanding the doctrine of God. Islam as-
sumes the existence of God, defending the oneness of His Ḏhāt (Being). 
Muslim intellectuals have differed over the relationship of God to the 
universe, for while al-Qadarīya argued for the freedom of created beings, 
al-Jabriyah maintained a fatalistic view of events. Further, in Christianity, 
the Incarnation of God is fundamental for the economy of salvation, and 
while it is not accepted in Islam, Islam itself believes in al-Tajallīyat al-Īl-
lahīyyah (the Divine Manifestations). These parallel yet different views 
between the two religions should form the content of the “Doctrine of 
God” course taught at a Christian seminary in a Muslim context. If Islam 
is not taken into consideration as a framework, then the course will be 
taught in total isolation from its context, thus losing a great opportunity 
of dialogue with Islam. But if the Islamic view of God, as outlined above, 
is taken into consideration, the student will be able to understand the 

Christian theology of God in conversation with Islamic theology – a step 
which will be an excellent tool for developing Christian-Muslim intellec-
tual initiatives in the future. See the chart below:  

In short, we cannot deny that theological education and, consequently, 
the religious discourse of the Church in Muslim contexts, is linked to 
Islam (Sabra, 2000).
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Reflecting on the challenge of teaching Christian doctrines in a Muslim 
context, we cannot forget that Muslim-majority contexts usually portray 
teaching evangelism as “proselytization” – a problematic issue. Mis-
sions is wrongly understood as a method of “converting” Muslims into 
Christians; equally, evangelism is seen as “telling” Muslims about Christ 
in order to convince them to leave Islam and adhere to Christianity. 

These connotations have undoubtedly made the teaching of missiology 
a sensitive task. This sensitivity could be eased if a comparative study of 
evangelism and the Islamic da‘wah (calling others to God) is done. Such 
a study would show the legitimacy of evangelism as an equal doctrine in 
Christianity to the Islamic mandate to call others to God. Christian sem-
inaries in Muslim contexts must not shy away from evangelism; rather, 
they should focus on it as a genuine component of the Great Commission 
by which the love of God is holistically demonstrated by the Church to 
her context. Both the Church and the Mosque should denounce any 
opportunist approach to evangelism or da‘awah. Money should not be 
used as an incentive to attract the poor to convert to other religions; 
rather, the Church and the Mosque should work together to make people 
live a better life, while asserting the importance of religious freedom 
and conversion.                 

To further intellectual conversations between Christian and Muslim 
students on such sensitive topics, seminaries need to offer a program on 
Christian-Muslim relations where students from the two faiths can study 
side by side. This would provide a tremendous opportunity for mutual 
understanding. In fact, such programs happen in some Muslim-majority 
contexts, such as Lebanon, where Christian and Muslim students study 
together at the University of Balamand and the University of Saint Jo-
seph. The Center for Middle Eastern Christianity at the Evangelical Theo-
logical Seminary in Cairo is another innovator in this regard. The Center 
started a joint certificate degree in cooperation with the Coptic Studies 
Center at Bibliotheca Alexandrina. The certificate focused on Arab Chris-
tian studies. The program was open to Christian and Muslim students 
alike. This was unpreceded in Egypt, where relationships between Chris-
tians and Muslim have been tense. The program was well-attended by 
students from both religions, and it became evident that such cross-reli-
gious study is tremendously useful for all. It taught them to understand 
and be understood in a respectful setting. (The center invited a Muslim 
professor to teach in this certificate in addition to a Jesuit father and two 
Coptic Orthodox bishops.) 

Another topic that causes tension for theological institutions in most 
Muslim contexts is so-called “Christian” Zionism and other topics of 
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dispensational theology. Christians differ in their views of Christ’s 
second coming. Our purpose here is not to examine different Christian 
eschatologies or to discuss the legitimacy of the adjective “Christian” in 
relation to Zionism. Rather, it is to highlight another area where certain 
expressions of Christian theology and Islam collide with a negative 
impact on the theological curricula: Saying that the state of Israel will 
have a place in the Kingdom of God is interpreted as a justification of the 
atrocities committed by Israel against the Palestinians. Dispensational 
seminaries find it challenging to teach their eschatology openly in a 
context that interprets these teachings as support for the state of Israel 
and its Western political allies against an important cause in Islam – the 
land of Palestine and its Islamic holy places. Unfortunately, Arab Chris-
tians have found themselves in the middle of this conundrum, for they 
live within the heart of the Arab-Israeli conflict, and they have been the 
ones to pay the price of Western political campaigns against the East-
ern/Islamic world since the days of the Frankish Wars (wrongly called the 
“Crusades” (1095-1492AD)(Chevedden, 2008). To many Arab Christians, 
this political conflict comes with profound theological questions related 
to the place of the Old Testament and its discourse about the “Chosen 
People,” the promise of inheriting the land, and similar issues (Sabra, 
2000). The place and identity of Jews in Christian theology are theologi-
cal issues that must be handled with thoughtful reflection in seminaries 
in the Muslim World. 

To intensify the tension, we need only examine a linguistic dilemma. 
Most Arabic Bible translations (and therefore sermons, lectures, etc.) do 
not differentiate the words “Palestinians” and “Philistines” (Bonfante, 
1946). Arabic-speaking Christians say                           “al-Filist-īniyūn” to 
refer to the two groups. This translation mistake makes many believe 
that the wars between the children of Israel and the Philistines men-
tioned in the Old Testament have been waged for thousands of years, 
and that the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is nothing but a continuation of 
these wars. This mistake goes beyond written texts, for at theological 
institutions, the two terms are identically pronounced as though they 
refer to one people group. Seminaries in the Arab World must insist on 
the fact that these are two different people groups and that the current 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict has nothing to do with the ancient Philis-
tine-Israeli wars. Given this state of affairs, Christian seminaries in Mus-
lim contexts must address the issue of dispensationalism, asserting that 
this is not a collective Christian position; rather, it is a post-Reformation 
view that was developed in the 19th century. 

In much the same way that the history of Christianity should teach the 
continuity of the Church’s presence in the East, Muslim World seminar-
ies would benefit from a more integrated approach to teaching about 
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Islam. Rather than seeing Islam as a threat against which an apologetic 
defense must be made, schools can find in Islam opportunities both to 
equip students for better engagement and to ground students in a deep-
er understanding of Christian doctrines, especially as they intersect with 
worldviews shaped by Islam.

The Challenge of Muslim-Majority Cultures

One of the challenges facing seminaries in Muslim contexts is state 
accreditation. In the Islamic World, Christian theological institutions 
are seldom given state accreditation; thus, they remain within the local 
church or denomination. Many seminaries are “allowed” to function and 
give degrees without having any state recognition. In some contexts, 
this means that graduates of Christian seminaries cannot hold certain 
jobs or seek higher degrees at state universities. 

State accreditation can be a lengthy process, but when the state does 
not grant theological institutions appropriate recognition, seminaries’ 
offerings are limited, and their graduates’ future prospects are limit-
ed. Lack of accreditation can prevent Muslim-context seminaries from 
excelling in their course offerings, and it keeps Christian institutions 
from assessing their work. Some Christian theological institutions seek 
alternatives to accreditation, such as joining local or regional Christian 
accrediting organizations (Middle East and North Africa Association for 
Theological Education (MENATE); the Euro-Asian Accreditation Associa-
tion (EAAA); the Association for Christian Theological Education in Africa 
(ACTEA)).

However, state accreditation is extremely important, as it opens the 
door for graduates to be hired widely, not just in church-related jobs. It 
improves the reputation of the institutions as their programs and their 
work become credible to the outside academic community. State ac-
creditation also provides seminaries with a chance to excel in their work 
as they have to match higher standards. These opportunities are not 
fulfilled if seminaries stay within local or regional Christian accrediting 
associations because their opportunities for excellence will be limited.             
Christian seminaries in the Muslim World ought to strive to address this 
issue by establishing an honest discussion with government agencies 
which, in most cases, do not withhold accreditation on any anti-Christian 
grounds. Perhaps the way many seminaries started, as Bible colleges 
linked to specific Christian denominations and established by Western 
missionaries, contributed to this problem. Government accreditation 
agencies did not see seminaries as a genuine part of their countries’ 
educational map. Perhaps, in their early stages, seminaries themselves 
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did not think that state accreditation would be important. The context is 
now different. Seminaries that have state accreditation give the wider 
academic world a better impression of theological education. Secular 
scholars will realize that Christian theological education is serious and 
that its purpose is to create scholars who can engage intellectually with 
the issues that face their communities. Through government accredita-
tion, Christian theological education would become more esteemed as 
an avenue for pursuing the common good of the society.

Perhaps turning seminaries into “Christian universities” is the way for-
ward. Many Christian-based elementary and secondary schools exist in 
the Muslim World, and they are highly esteemed. It is probably time for 
many seminaries to widen their ministry and change from exclusive reli-
gious institutions to multi-discipline universities, preferably focusing on 
humanities and social work. This model was achieved in many countries, 
and it has been successful. 

Muslim societies are conservative by default. For centuries in the Muslim 
World, the door to ijtihad has been closed. According to The Oxford Dic-
tionary of Islam, ijtihad is an “Islamic legal term meaning ‘independent 
reasoning,’ as opposed to taqlīd (imitation)…. It requires a thorough 
knowledge of theology, revealed texts, and legal theory… a sophisticat-
ed capacity for legal reasoning.”  The Sunni judgment on ijtihad is neg-
ative. They “believe ijtihad is fallible since more than one interpretation 
of a legal issue is possible. Islamic reformers call for a revitalization of 
ijtihad in the modern world.”  This attitude has led to the refusal of any 
innovative or creative interpretation of the text of the Qur’an, thus giving 
the supremacy in the Muslim World to the traditional approach to the 
text – an approach that has not been challenged since the Middle Ages.  
In fact, some scholars of the history of Islam argue that Islam will wit-
ness real reform once ijtihad is exercised (Husseini 1956).  The appeal to 
traditional commentators of the Qur’an has left little chance for Muslim 
scholarship to present itself to the modern world. 

This facet of Muslim interpretative culture has shaped Christian theolog-
ical institutions in Muslim-majority countries. This impact can be seen in 
the fact that seminaries in the Muslim World tend to be “conservative.” 
The term “conservative” can be fluid, but it suffices here to describe the 
attitude that many Christian scholars and seminary professors have re-
garding traditional theological issues. Their approach can be described 
as conservative – an attitude that dominates Muslim societies. Sabra 
clearly indicates that in the Muslim milieu, “Conservation is a vaSabra 
clearly indicates that in the Muslim milieu, “Conservation is a value, 
thus, change and renewal are very slow and difficult processes often 
fraught with many obstacles. What is handed down from generation to 
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generation is considered unique” (Husseini 1956, 70). We must clarify 
here that the opposite to “conservative” is not necessarily “liberal.” An 
innovative and creative theologizing is what the Church needs. Christian 
theological institutions in the Muslim world need to reconcile Christian 
tradition with the contemporary issues facing theological education and 
the wider world. 

Conclusion: A Plea for Engagement

Islam continues to form the Church’s context in many parts of the world. 
Theological conversation between Christianity and Islam is a necessary 
part of their relationship and of the life of the Church in these contexts. 
Seminaries and churches in Muslim contexts have a great opportunity to 
witness to their Islamic neighbors through true intellectual engagement 
with Muslims. Since the doctrine of the Incarnation is foundational in 
Christian theology, the model of such engagement ought to be “incarna-
tional.” Theological education in Muslim contexts needs to depart from 
approaching Islam polemically because polemics produce counter-po-
lemics, and disputes will never end. In fact, in certain contexts polemics 
have devastating results on the Church. Polemics is not the call to the 
Church. We are instructed “always to be ready to make your defense 
to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in 
you; yet do it with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15-16). Reflecting 
this hope, seminaries and churches in Muslim contexts need to engage 
Muslims thoughtfully and directly, upholding Christian convictions. One 
natural place for this type of cooperation is seminaries, where young 
leaders are equipped to lead the Church and society. They will have the 
keys of change, if they themselves are changed by theological curricula 
that have Islam in mind and that seek to express Christian theology in 
relevant ways. 
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Hayek, Michael and Ammār al-Baṣrī. Apologie et controverses. Beyrouth: Dar el-Machreq, 1977
Husseini, Ishaq . “Islam Past and Present,” The Atlantic, October 1956. 
          https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1956/10/islam-past-and-pres- 
          ent/376245/.
Mikhail, Wageeh. “‘Ammār al-Ba-rī’s Kitāb al-Burhān: a Topical and Theological  
          Analysis of Arabic Christian Theology in the Ninth Century.” PhD  
          Dissertation. University of Birmingham, 2013.  
          https://etheses.bham.ac.uk/id/eprint/4162.
Pew Research Center. “The Global Religious Landscape.” Pew Forum. 18 Decem 
          ber 2012.https://www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/global-religious-land 
          scape-exec/.  
Phan, Peter. “Is Christianity a Western Religion?” University of California Televi 
          sion. 8 February 2008. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UD1hRY19uRs.
Sabra, George. “The Challenges of Theological Education in the Middle East.”  
          International Review of Mission, 89, no. 352 (January 2000): 71-73.
Werner, Dietrich. “Edinburgh 2010-International Study Group on Theological  
          Education: World Study Report 2009.” Chicago: McCormick Theological  
          Seminary, 2009. 10.  
Wickert, Ulrich. “Alexandrian Theology.” In The Encyclopedia of Christianity, Vol.  
          1. Ed. Erwin Fahlbusch and Geoffrey William Bromiley. Grand Rapids:  
          Eerdmans, 1999. 38-39. 
Wilson, J. Christy. Apostle to Islam: A Biography of Samuel M. Zwemer. Grand  
          Rapids: Baker Book House, 1952.

Arabic

Wageeh Mikhail 
 
Wageeh Mikhail joined ScholarLeaders in 2019 to guide the ministry in 
religions. Before joining ScholarLeaders, he was Director for the Center 
of Middle Eastern Christianity at the Evangelical Theological Seminary 
in Cairo, Egypt. He has published and spoken widely on medieval Arab 
Christianity and Christian-Muslim relations. He received a LeaderStud-
ies scholarship for his PhD at Birmingham. He and his wife, Colby, have 
two sons. 



37

Vol. 7   No. 2
InSights Journal

InSights Journal   Vol. 7  No. 2

Faculty Enrichment for Impact: A Schema 
for Holistic Faculty Development 
Allan Harkness                                  

Abstract

In recent years Majority World theological education (TE) has focused on 
impact, relating to the end results of TE efforts and curriculum process-
es. This article asks what sort of seminary faculty members are needed 
to ensure better impact. It presents a schema for competent faculty that 
comprises five domains: responsive communicators, proficient edu-
cators, reflective colleagues, transformational leaders, and innovative 
teachers. The article suggests how the schema could be used to enhance 
faculty professional development.

Introduction

In Majority World theological education (TE) over the past decade, sig-
nificant attention has been given to impact: What impact do seminaries 
have on the churches and organisations to which they are connected 
(by virtue of their governance and where their graduates are serving) 
and in the wider society in which they are situated? (In this article I use 
“seminary” to refer generically to the wide range of theological and 
Bible colleges and schools that have pastoral formation as their primary 
focus – what is needed to form those being trained with the appropriate 
blend of qualities to enable them to minister effectively within their own 
culture and/or in cross-cultural settings.) 

For evangelical seminaries, the theme of impact was reflected at the In-
ternational Council for Evangelical Theological Education (ICETE) consul-
tation in Turkey in 2015, where the consultation theme was Engaged and 
Effective – The Impact of Theological Education.

At ICETE in 2015, the outcomes of a project in which ten Majority World 
seminaries undertook an impact-based curriculum review process 
were presented. Findings of the project are published in Is It Working? 
Researching Context to Improve Curriculum (Brooking 2018). Since then, 
there has been a ripple effect as other seminaries have been encouraged 
to undertake an impact-based review process and to modify their curric-
ulum based on their discoveries.
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The focus of this article is on a key element of effective impact – semi-
nary faculty. If seminaries are to have an impact, greater attention must 
be given to the ongoing, well-rounded development of faculty for their 
strategic roles. This article offers an overview of what such faculty devel-
opment entails. It details a faculty development schema for the benefit 
of TE leaders seeking to enhance the impact of their seminaries – but 
any seminary faculty members seeking to be better equipped for their 
roles will likely find that this article provides a useful checklist for identi-
fying aspects of their role they could benefit from strengthening.

Faculty Development Is Crucial

The faculty is key in any seminary that is seeking to make significant 
impact. (Commonly, “faculty” is used in two ways. It may refer to a group 
of the academic staff of an institution, e.g., “Kairos Seminary has eight 
fulltime teachers in its faculty”; or it may refer to one member of that 
group, e.g., “She is a theology faculty at Kairos Seminary.” In this arti-
cle, my usage is the former, with individual teachers as members of the 
faculty team.) 

Evan Hunter, in his article in this journal, “Faculty Development in 
Service to the Mission of the School,” has echoed the widely-accepted 
reality that “… the faculty is perhaps the most essential resource as 
the means of achieving institutional objectives” (Hunter 2018, 57). The 
conclusion of his article asserts that “as a community of scholars and a 
community of practice, the faculty of an institution plays a unique role in 
the mission of the school” (74).

But a fully-formed faculty isn’t simply parachuted into a seminary “ready 
for action.” The honing of the faculty is a crucial process – and ongoing. 
This process of faculty development has two facets, according to Graham 
Cheesman: “the development of teachers as effective individuals, and … 
the development of an effective faculty – the team of teachers” (Chees-
man 2018, 39). This is all about how faculty fit the seminary’s purpose: 
the extent to which the faculty is functioning in ways that actually help 
the seminary fulfil its vision and mission. The five domains and their ele-
ments detailed below relate especially to the first of Cheesman’s facets, 
but their potential will be achieved most fully when developed concur-
rently with attention to the corporate facet, to building a faculty team. 
Enhanced impact arises from the truism that “the whole is more than the 
sum of its parts.”

Hunter has highlighted ways in which seminaries need to invest in facul-
ty development: 
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As the critical resource for the mission of the school, the institution 
needs to invest in developing the faculty in at least three significant 
ways. First, schools must develop future faculty members…. Sec-
ond, the school must find ways to continue to develop its current 
faculty members as educators, scholars, and mentors in service to 
the mission of the school. Finally, the school must give attention to 
the faculty as a whole; a community of scholars who help the school 
fulfill its mission within the broader work of the Kingdom of God. A 
holistic approach to faculty development addresses each of these 
categories. (Hunter 2018, 61)

Such development is a rewarding task. But it is by no means an easy 
task. Cheesman has highlighted the challenge: “One great task of faculty 
development, then, is the molding together of a disparate group of peo-
ple, each with his or her own ministry and calling, so they can together 
contribute to the common calling of the theological education institu-
tion” (Cheesman 2018, 57).

Applying the value of developing both individual faculty members and 
the faculty team needs to be carefully navigated. A collective approach 
may mean that individual faculty members could be less likely to make 
an impact in their seminary – rather than a cohort of peers interacting 
and sharing collegially. This relates to what Gordon Smith has articulat-
ed as “collective vocation”:

All vocations are fulfilled in solidarity with others; each person 
fulfills an individual vocation in partnership with another… Our 
individual potential is achieved in collaboration and partnership 
with others, whether it is our potential of personal transformation 
or the potential of making a difference in the world. Therefore it 
follows that we must determine that we will do our work not merely 
as individuals with particular and unique commitments, but also as 
a collective, as a community of scholars who… embrace and actually 
serve something that is bigger and more all-encompassing than the 
sum of our individual vocations. Indeed I would go so far as to say 
that we will only be effective in the fulfillment of our individual vo-
cations if we do so in the light of and in a manner that is congruent 
with the collective vocation. (Smith 2002, 96)

The moulding of a faculty team – including its individual members – is 
a strategic component for seminaries using “impact” as a focus for 
evaluating and driving their effectiveness. If a seminary has adopted 
impact-based curriculum processes, the seminary must ask, “How well 
does the faculty understand, own, and apply the dynamics that will 
best ensure maximum impact by the seminary? And what sort of im-
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pact-based faculty enrichment (training and equipping) will enable the 
growth of professional competence?”

What Sort of Faculty Members Do Seminaries  
Need for Increased Impact?

Much has been written about faculty development. Most frequently 
the literature focuses on techniques for effective teaching – or, more 
dynamically, techniques for facilitating effective learning. Fritz Deininger 
and Orbelina Eguizabal’s Foundations for Faculty Development (2018) 
in the ICETE Leadership in Theological Education series is a worthwhile 
resource for appreciating some of the scope of the “how to’s” and the 
means to achieve them. 

But the elements that define competent faculty members – enabling the 
whole faculty to guide the seminary to maximise impact on churches and 
society – are more than the sum of technical competences.

Educationally, the scope of holistic formation is often described in three-
fold “know – do – be” or “affective – behavioural – cognitive” models. 
Four-fold models may expand on these models: “affective – behavioural 
– cognitive – dispositional” or “knowing – doing – being – feeling” 
(Harkness 2010, 104–5). The scope may well be broader: I have written 
elsewhere about the dimensions for integrated Christian development 
for pastoral formation (109), and these dimensions may be applied to 
the formation of seminary faculty too. The dimensions (adapted from Hill 
1985, 110–11) may include:

a.  cognitive (critical understanding of the faculty role);
b.  affective (the quality of the feelings faculty members have    
      in their role and its associated relationships – with their    
      students, faculty colleagues, other seminary staff, 
      churches, wider society, and God);
c.  dispositional (the tendency to respond consistently in 
     particular ways);
d.  appropriate self-esteem;
e.  the ability and desire to enter into appropriate, caring 
      relationships;
f.  the recognition and development of spiritual gifts 
     (charismata); and 
g.  assumption of responsibility in ministry.

Clearly, the scope of holistic faculty development moves well beyond ac-
quiring knowledge about the faculty role and “how to behave as a faculty 
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member.” Learning to be a competent faculty member – and for a faculty 
to learn to be an effective collective entity – is rather more! This point is 
developed further in this journal by Tite Tiénou (2018), who advocates 
for “fostering a culture where faculty members thrive as institutional 
citizens is an essential and necessary aspect of vital sustainability” (25).
So we are still left asking, “What are the key areas in which faculty mem-
bers need to enhance their skills and competence to maximise impact?” 
This question recently faced AGST Alliance when a seminary requested 
help with the training of its faculty. (AGST Alliance is a Southeast Asian 
post-graduate theological education venture, a member institution of 
the Asia Graduate School of Theology network of Asia Theological Asso-
ciation. See https://agstalliance.org/.) I was invited to join AGST Alliance 
senior leaders to conceptualise and plan the response to this request. 

 
Limited Faculty Development Programs Available

The AGST Alliance team had little desire to expend energy “reinventing 
the wheel,” so we surveyed what already existed in the way of faculty 
equipping frameworks. We soon noted two things. First, very little is 
available in the way of faculty development programs, especially for 
Asian seminaries, and likely more widely through the Majority World. 
Our search confirmed Cheesman’s assertion that “There is a great need 
for more good courses on the professional job of the theological edu-
cator today, and for [seminaries] to take the lead in seeing that their 
teachers are developed in this way” (Cheesman 2018, 51–52). Second, 
the AGST Alliance team was unable to track down an adequate schema of 
the key areas for faculty development. 

AGST Alliance has sought to address the lack of suitable faculty devel-
opment programs through the development of its Faculty Enrichment 
Initiative (FEI). The focus of this initiative is “to partner with faculty 
members of Asian seminaries in their quest to more effectively facilitate 
the potential and ability of their seminary to have a significant impact for 
God’s mission through the Church in their country – and beyond.”

We have intentionally adopted “enrichment” rather than “development,” 
“training,” or “equipping” as the key term. “Enrichment” recognises 
that seminary faculty members usually bring commitment, enthusiasm, 
and purpose to their role. But most faculty members, especially those 
who are new, recognise that they need to build greater competency to be 
effective. They have so many demands on their time and energy in the 
seminary and beyond that it is difficult for them to prioritize intentional, 
sustained training. When they do have space, they want to be enriched 
in their perspectives and practices. “Enrichment” recognises that faculty 
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members appreciate being affirmed for what they are already accom-
plishing and then having someone come alongside them to  
strengthen what they are doing. 

From the outset, we realize that enrichment may not be enthusiastically 
embraced by all faculty members. Hence, FEI is intentionally targeted at 
new-ish faculty members: those who have been in the role for up to two 
to three years. All seminary faculty benefit from life-long, professional 
development – and all are encouraged to participate in FEI activities, 
however long they have been in their role. But newer faculty members 
are still building competencies for their roles, so they are less likely to 
be entrenched in their ways and resistant to development (as some older 
faculty members may be). Two comments that I received from “longer in 
the tooth” faculty members when I sought to introduce faculty develop-
ment initiatives into one seminary are likely not unique sentiments: “At 
the seminary level, students should be able to cope with a range of good 
to bad teaching methods. That can’t be my responsibility as well”; and “I 
can’t keep up with current thinking in my discipline, let alone make time 
for learning how to teach.”

 
A Schema of Key Domains for Competent Faculty

In consultation with five internationally-recognised TE consultants/fac-
ulty trainers, the AGST team articulated five domains of competence for 
seminary faculty (see Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1: Domains of competence for seminary faculty

Responsive  
Communicators:
 
understanding adults being
equipped holistically for
maturing discipleship, misions, 
and ministry leadership.

Proficient 
Educators:
 
shaping integrated learning
activity (curriculum processes) 
efficiently, in both formal and 
non-formal settings. 

Reflective 
Colleagues:
 
growing in self-awareness of
who they are, what they bring
to their role, and their
collegiality. 

Transformational 
Leaders:

 
applying the dynamics of TE 
for� transformational impact 

for God’s� mission through 
their seminary. 

Innovative Teachers:
 

utilising available resources� 
(especially in ICT) for best  

 practice� for effective 
equipping. 
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There is no unique rocket science behind this schema. What it achieves 
is an integration of various elements from faculty development resources 
in the tertiary education and professional development arenas, in gen-
eral and in specifically TE-related settings. It also starts to recognise the 
essential interplay between forming individual faculty members vis-à-vis 
shaping the members’ faculty team. 

Two points need to be noted about these domains. First, the domains are 
not prioritised in the order they are presented below. Rather, as Figure 
1 reflects, they all contribute to the competent faculty member’s tasks. 
Second, as in most attempts to systematise any body of knowledge, 
there is significant overlap and interaction between the domains.

A. Faculty as Responsive Communicators

Competent faculty members understand their students as adults being 
equipped holistically for maturing discipleship and mission and ministry 
leadership.

This domain relates specifically to faculty appreciation of their primary 
target: the seminary’s students. Most students in Majority World semi-
naries are adults, and they bring an intriguing reservoir of experience to 
their seminary venture. They also bring expectations (Harkness 2012). 
These expectations have been developed within the particular cultures 
and sub-cultures which the students inhabit, and their culture and 
sub-cultures are likely to be different from those of the faculty members.

So competent faculty will be growing in their ability to communicate ef-
fectively to their students. They will be informed about and responsive to 
who the students are and what they bring to their seminary experience. 
Enrichment for faculty as responsive communicators will incorporate:

•  Understanding adult learners – what “makes them tick” as  
    persons and as students. 
•  Insight into students’ cultures. Drawing on the acclaimed work of  
    Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede, this may include  
    insights on the extent to which the students are embedded in a  
    culture which is more collectivist than individualistic, how power  
    differentials are expressed, how success is defined, how people  
    cope with uncertainty, and how people view the passage of time  
    (Hofstede n.d.). 
•  Awareness of pedagogies for effective engagement with adults:  
    the significant theories and paradigms of learning. Faculty will  
    identify which of these are suitable to adopt or adapt to their  
    own context.
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•  How to help students think constructively. This is most  
    commonly termed “critical thinking,” but many students  
    struggle to see that critical thinking is not about being negative  
    thinkers. Rather it relates to what it means to be informed  
    thinkers with the skills to undertake “reasonable reflective  
    thinking focused on deciding what to believe or do” (Ennis  
    1987, 10). This is a more constructive process, even if it is  
    difficult for those who have not been well-equipped by their  
    prior education.
•  Developing skills to enhance holistic formation of the students  
    (as discussed above in “What sort of faculty members?”).
•  The dynamics to encourage a disposition for life-long learning.  
    These dynamics will include an appreciation of the importance  
    of meta-learning (helping students to “learn how to learn”) and  
    the necessary scaffold for students to undertake deep vs sur 
    face learning (Harkness 2012). 
•  Building a toolkit of creative teaching strategies for adult  
    learners.

Enhanced faculty understanding of who students are as adult learners 
can happen in various formats (e.g. as part of faculty-only days before 
or during the academic year, or as short but intentional input during 
regular faculty meetings). Occasional moderated discussions between a 
representative group of students and faculty will bring a reality check to 
the theory being worked out in practice. 

Requesting students to complete various inventories of aspects of who 
they are and then collating the results can also give insights to the 
faculty. Two examples are a short questionnaire for first-year seminary 
students on their prior learning experiences and expectations (detailed 
in Harkness 2012) and a preferred learning preferences inventory (e.g. 
VARK, https://vark-learn.com). Faculty appreciation of the value of these 
tools is usually enhanced when the faculty members themselves com-
plete them to appreciate the perspective they bring intuitively to their 
teaching activity. 
 
To help faculty members sense what they need to understand better in 
order to become stronger as responsive communicators, one can invite 
them to tick and prioritise from these items:

We need to understand better:  

o  What is our students’ experience – of life and relationships,  
      education, God, ministry/mission.
o  How our students’ culture(s) influences their learning and  
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      expectations.
o  What educational models give the best framework for under 
      standing our students.
o  How we can help our students become fully engaged, life-long  
      learners.
o  What “constructive (or critical) thinking” looks like for our  
      students.
o  How we can impact our students in an integrated way –  
      forming them academically, spiritually, missionally/ 
      ministerially, and in their character.
o  What are creative teaching strategies for our students as adult  
      learners.

B. Faculty as Proficient Educators

Competent faculty members shape integrated learning activity (curricu-
lum processes) efficiently in both formal and non-formal settings. 

This domain of faculty competence relates to the knowledge and pro-
ficient application of appropriate curriculum theory and practice – the 
content and processes required for integrated learning, which is tradi-
tionally perceived to be a teacher’s main task. In this domain, compe-
tence relates to course syllabus development in formal settings (e.g. 
classrooms) more than the broader, less formal seminary-wide curricu-
lum (which is addressed more fully below in Faculty as Transformational 
Leaders). (For definitions of “formal” versus “non-formal, see Harkness 
2017, 144.) While it relates more to the direct student contact aspect of 
the faculty role, this domain of the faculty role needs to be set within the 
context of seminaries seeking to enhance their impact for God’s mission 
in the world.

Shaping appropriate learning activity proficiently is not simply determin-
ing what content to convey to students. The enhancement of effective 
learning requires attention to content and processes: “Without good 
content, the educational task is meaningless and futile, for content is 
the very heart of our message. But without good process, we undermine 
our work and limit our effectiveness” (Morris and Morris 1997, 38). (See 
Harkness 2017 for a brief outline of appropriate curriculum processes 
for transformative learning.) Curriculum as a process incorporates these 
phases:

•  Learning objectives/outcomes that give clear expectations  
    for participants’ achievements, especially as they relate to the  
    seminary’s wider impact.
•  Appropriate content needed to achieve the learning objectives.
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•  Appropriate learning environments to enable effective  
    learning.
•  Teaching methods and resources that best convey the content.
•  Conduct of the learning sessions, the range of interactions  
    between the teacher and the learners.
•  Assessment of learning (both formative and summative), to  
    determine how the participants are making progress and  
    what they are learning. Meaningful rubrics are a key for  
    effective assessment.
•  Evaluation of the curriculum and teaching effectiveness: Do  
    the curriculum/syllabus and the teacher achieve what is 
    expected of them?

Proficient educators are also aware of the interplay between three ele-
ments in curriculum processes: 

•  The explicit (manifest, “obvious”) curriculum: What is inten- 
    tionally planned and articulated for learning in an educational  
    institution. This is most commonly reflected in course syllabi  
    and the stated objectives for a course or program.
•  The implicit (“hidden”) curriculum: Elements in the psycho- 
    social and physical environment that influence the explicit  
    curriculum. This is related to what is experienced in a learn 
    ing setting – “the unwritten, unofficial, and often unintended  
    lessons, values, and perspectives that students learn in  
    school… the unspoken or implicit academic, social, and cultur- 
    al messages that are communicated…”  
    (Great Schools Partnership n.d.). 
•  The null curriculum: What is omitted from the explicit curri- 
    clum, intentionally or unintentionally. An example may be par- 
    ticular theological or doctrinal positions that are not covered in  
    the course syllabi or wider curriculum of seminaries (whether  
    or not they are denominational institutions).

The hidden curriculum is particularly powerful, as it reinforces or works 
against the explicit curriculum. (See John Jusu’s “The Impact of the 
Hidden Curriculum in Teaching, Learning and Spiritual Development” 
(Jusu 2017) and Perry Shaw’s “The Hidden and Null Curricula” (Shaw 
2014).) Its reality and impact may be seen, for example, in assessment 
strategies used in seminaries, especially when more expansive impact 
than just student outcomes is focused on. The issue at stake here is the 
extent to which assessment strategies (assignment content and process-
es) – as with all aspects of a seminary’s curriculum – are consistent with 
the theological values being espoused by the seminary as essential for 
Christian ministry. Often there is a significant disconnect between what 
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is explicitly articulated and the means by which it is articulated, and 
students are more likely to adopt ministry attitudes and practices based 
on what they have experienced rather than on cognitive content they 
have acquired. This is the hidden curriculum at work! Faculty members 
will benefit from being helped to recognise this reality and to consider 
how to set and assess student tasks that demonstrate more intention-
ally and practically the biblical values of, for example, the self-worth of 
individuals, the interplay of judgement and love, equipping for transfor-
mation, collaboration in community, and an overarching missional focus 
(Harkness 2008).

Enrichment for faculty members as proficient educators will focus on 
their ability to efficiently and effectively shape – and re-shape over time 
– the intentional learning experiences planned for students, recognising 
that all the phases above need to be considered if effective learning is to 
take place. 

To help faculty members sense what they need to understand in order to 
become stronger as proficient educators, one can invite them to tick and 
prioritise from these items:

We need to understand better:  

o  What equipping outcomes for impact will look like and how to  
      generate them.
o  What sort of content is appropriate to achieve these outcomes.
o  What learning settings will maximise the achievement of the  
      outcomes – their strengths and weaknesses.
o  What are effective and creative methods and resources for the  
      sort of learning needed to achieve the outcomes.
o  How we can conduct learning experiences to maximise student  
      engagement and outcomes.
o  How to ensure better consistency between what we teach and  
      processes used to teach it.
o  How to assess well that learning has happened in students.
o  How to check that our range of curricular learning activities has  
      achieved what we expected of it.
o  What to do when our careful planning seems to be sabotaged  
      by unseen influences on the learning processes.

C. Faculty as Reflective Colleagues

Competent faculty members grow in self-awareness of who they are, 
what they bring to the role, and how they express collegiality.
Competent faculty members are change agents. Not just change agents 
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as individuals but also collectively. As highlighted earlier, Smith’s “col-
lective vocation” encapsulates this so well: a faculty cohort interacting, 
sharing and growing together maximises the impact of the seminary in 
achieving its mission. 

Competent faculty members are reflective change agents. They don’t 
simply bring technical skills to their role and its tasks, however well-
honed those skills might be. Rather, they are able to discern areas where 
growth and integration is needed, by them and their faculty colleagues, 
to ensure that they are better-equipped for their task. This perspective 
has been appreciated widely through Parker Palmer’s insights on the 
question, “Who is the self that teaches?” as he advocates for “We teach 
who we are” as a significant avenue for teachers to explore rather than 
“stay[ing] with the “whats” and “hows” and “whys”” (Palmer 1998, 7).

Reflective practice is about exploring the ways in which I undertake the 
disciplines of my role from the perspective of an objective outsider look-
ing in. It involves intentionally evaluating and reflecting theologically, 
educationally, and spiritually on the assumptions and dynamics of these 
disciplines and what it means for me to grow in my effectiveness for 
greater impact. Reflective practice may happen through self-critique (my 
own assessment of aspects of my role), the insights of a critical friend 
(someone I trust whom I invite to provide feedback), mentoring (whether 
from more senior mentors or peer mentoring with a small group of facul-
ty colleagues), and comments from the students and faculty colleagues, 
either formally or informally (Kallos n.d.). If undertaken constructively, 
this can produce enduring fruit. 

For example, on the subject of a friend’s insights, I recollect the com-
ments of a faculty colleague at an Asian seminary where I was teaching. 
His teaching style was particularly dreary, and his faculty confirmation 
was put on hold until he demonstrated greater teaching competence. 
I sat in on one of his classes, and later we chatted about what he had 
done well, what could have been enhanced, and suggestions for more 
creative teaching methods in future classes. When he later left the 
seminary to take another ministry role, I was surprised, humbled, and 
delighted when he specifically commented on how that short interaction 
with me had drastically and positively changed his approach to teaching 
(the student feedback reflected it also).

Understanding one’s personality type is another example of reflective 
practice. Dr Justin Peter, on the FEI leadership team, undertakes per-
sonality type profiling with seminary faculty and helps them explore the 
implications for their teaching ministry and leadership. (Readers may 
contact Justin at justin.researcher@gmail.com.)
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The continuous reflective process is commonly termed praxis – the dy-
namic, forward-moving action/reflection spiral (see Figure 2): 

Figure 2: The action/reflection spiral

The ICETE Academy nanocourse The Reflective Coursewriter: Sensing 
God at Work as You Write (which I authored) explores reflective practice 
further, and its insights are transferable from course writers to the facul-
ty role more broadly (https://icete.academy/).

Examples of where faculty members may apply the action/reflection 
spiral are:

•  Continuous reflection as a session with students proceeds:  
    Are students paying attention and responding? Do I need  
    to get certain people involved more? Do I need to change my  
    plans? Where is God especially working in this session?
•  At the conclusion of a session: Did it go well? What have the  
    students learnt? What would I do differently next time? Did  
    the students make some sort of commitment to change? 
•  At the end of a course: What have the students acquired from  
    the course? How are the students’ churches going to be  
    different as a result of the students completing my course?  
    How did I cope as a teacher?

Faculty members as reflective colleagues will benefit from understanding 
these issues:

•  What “excellence” looks like in the cultural context: excel- 
    lence in terms of relationality, competence, communication,  
    facilitating, community-building, co-learning, appropriate  
    use of praise and discipline, etc.

ACTION

REFLECTION



50

Insights Journal   Vol. 7  No. 2

•  The value and practice of teaching from who we are as a  
    person: Understanding one’s cultural background, personal- 
    ity type(s), and teaching/learning styles can contribute to  
    more effective “teaching from who I am”.
•  Faculty self-care, formation, and confidence-building for  
    ongoing renewal.
•  Faculty as collaborators: Collaborating ultimately with God  
    and then with students, colleagues, and churches and  
    organisations connected to the seminary.
•  Contextualising teaching: Recognising cultural lenses to  
    understand better their students and their worlds and the  
    impact of their environments (psychosocial, spiritual, and  
    physical) upon their educational efforts.
•  Evaluation skills: Self-evaluation, how to glean and use  
    appropriate student evaluation, and institutional evaluation  
    (to understand the impact of what individual faculty members  
    are undertaking).

Of course, working through any of these issues is not done in a cultural 
vacuum. Reflection will be shaped by the extent to which faculty mem-
bers are in cultures that are more collaborative than individualistic, or by 
where the culture sits on the guilt/shame/fear spectrum, or by how pow-
er is expressed. These factors will affect appropriate form(s) of reflec-
tion and individuals’ openness to evaluative comments and to offering 
them to others. Seminary leadership will do well to address appropriate 
practices for reflection and feedback in the cultural context, as part of 
ongoing faculty orientation and training.

To help faculty members sense what they need to understand in order to 
become stronger as reflective colleagues, one can invite them to tick and 
prioritise from these items: 

We need to understand better:  

o  What my role is as an effective faculty member.
o  What “excellence” looks like in my faculty role.
o  What effective contextualised teaching entails.
o  How to teach from whom I am as a person.
o  What collaboration looks like – with God, our students, the  
      churches/organisations we represent, and faculty colleagues.
o  How we grow in expressing our “collective vocation.”
o  Ways to renew ourselves as faculty members through self- 
      care and formation.
o  How to evaluate my effectiveness as a faculty member.
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D. Faculty as Transformational Leaders

Competent faculty members apply the specific dynamics of theological 
education for transformational impact for God’s mission through their 
seminary.

It is too easy for faculty members to have a relatively narrow focus: The 
predominant default for “teaching students” is to limit this to what hap-
pens in “the classroom.”

But if a seminary is to have impact, the faculty members (as both key 
stakeholders and essential agents in the mission of the seminary) will 
need to consider what are appropriate seminary-wide practices for 
achieving integrated, transformational, impact-based outcomes. Such 
outcomes are more than the courses passed by students and marked 
on their academic transcripts. Effective transformational outcomes will 
result from working out in practice what it means to pray, “Your kingdom 
come, your will be done” (Matt 6:10). 

Kingdom-focused holistic transformation will impact those places in the 
world – nearby and further away – in which Christians and their faith 
communities are challenged to be salt, light, and leaven. This transfor-
mation requires a team of informed and capable players – the faculty. 

Transformational leaders recognise that deep and enduring learning 
arises in non-formal and informal settings as much, if not more than, in 
formal settings (Harkness 2017, 144). Such leaders will not use formal 
educational experiences alone. Instead, they are likely to incorporate 
less formal processes, recognising that in these settings, values and 
character tend to be shaped. Transformational impact is much more 
about learning and applying the dynamics of life in community than 
graduating from college. Ask seminary graduates, 5-10 years after 
they have graduated, what their main memories are of their seminary 
teachers. Most likely, the graduates’ positive memories will relate to 
faculty members who inspired and challenged them to be active and 
better informed partners in God’s all-encompassing Kingdom purposes 
and collaborated in off-campus ministry/mission experiences reflect-
ing these purposes; and who also took an interest in them beyond the 
formal seminary program – joining them in “doing life” through shared 
recreation, expressing hospitality to (and humbly serving) them and 
their family members, and maintaining friendship and pastoral contact 
beyond students’ graduation.

Thus, faculty members as transformational leaders will benefit from 
enrichment in such areas as (Harkness 2017):
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•  Holistic transformational approaches to enable seminaries to  
    move intentionally to achieve their mission.
•  Shaping the seminary’s ecology to maximise impact  
    (Harkness 2015, 155).
•  The “nuts and bolts” of how effective TE works (practical  
    insights on a wide range of the aspects of teaching)
•  Navigating (or reconstructing) the relationship between  
    academics and spirituality.
•  TE as a form of Christian ministry.
•  The strategic place of intentional mentoring/coaching/disci 
    pling as a key element in the faculty role.

To help faculty members sense what they need to understand better in 
order to become stronger as transformational leaders, one can invite 
them to tick and prioritise from these items:

We need to understand better:  

o  The “nuts and bolts” of how effective TE actually works.
o  How to shape the seminary overall for impact – and where  
      the different programs and activities, formal, non-formal and  
      informal, fit.
o  TE practice as an expression of ministry.
o  How to navigate the relationship between academics and  
      spirituality.
o  How holistic transformation could be enhanced in our  
      seminary.
o  How we ensure our TE venture is both theologically and  
      educationally sound.
o  What intentional mentoring, coaching and discipling could  
      look like as part of our faculty role.

E. Faculty as Innovative Teachers

Competent faculty members use available resources (especially in ICT 
– information and communications technology) for best practices for 
effective equipping.

The stereotypical “traditional” classroom-based, content-focused set-
ting is challenged worldwide for its appropriateness for effective learn-
ing, let alone for its ability to maximise impact. “The classroom” and its 
relevance are changing rapidly in terms of best practices for delivery. 
A major driver for this is the fast-expanding world of information and 
communications technology (ICT).
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The dynamics of COVID-19 have been playing a major role in forcing 
Majority World seminaries to make major adjustments to instructional 
design. This has been a matter of survival for many seminaries, but a 
positive outcome is being reported: many faculty are discovering that 
significant learning occurs through internet-based courses. In November 
2021, the principal of one seminary in an East Asian country told me 
that prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, his faculty were resistant to inter-
net-based methods; now they are reluctant to return to pre-COVID-19 
instructional methods. I have a hunch this scenario has played out in 
similar ways in numerous Majority World seminaries. 

Some of the dynamics arising from heightened ICT processes are 
transferable to on-campus learning. Caution needs to be exercised, as 
effective ICT processes are not simply uploading content onto the inter-
net. Investment in competent personnel to work with faculty members 
to help them better use upgraded ICT hardware will be well worth it for 
whatever the “new normal” might look like. It is encouraging to note the 
speed with which agencies funding Majority World theological education 
have given priority to bridging this particular resource gap during the 
pandemic, when many seminaries faced existential crises. 

Another quite common element that needs to be addressed carefully but 
innovatively, especially in small seminaries in Majority World nations, is 
mixed-level teaching e.g. BTh and MDiv students in the same class. Fac-
ulty need help to navigate appropriately the challenges associated with 
this dynamic. A range of reading, study, and assignment expectations 
needs to be offered, along with considering using some class hours for 
separate group interaction (a possibility enhanced when “flipped class-
room” learning is enabled – see below).

Adaptability and innovation are necessary for seminaries seeking im-
pact; to enable this, faculty enrichment is likely to be required in these 
areas:

•  The possibilities for effective and appropriate internet-based  
    learning.
•  Strategies for hybrid settings (in which some students may  
    be present physically in a class and others present online;  
    and/or the course entails a mix of class-based and online  
    learning activity; and/or some of the course is synchronous   
    and some is asynchronous (= learning activity happens either  
    in real-time or is undertaken by students in their own time).
•  “Flipped classroom” learning: what traditionally was under 
    taken in the classroom is now done predominantly outside  
    class time (e.g. acquiring course content), and class time is  
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    used more for tasks traditionally done outside the class  
    setting (e.g. collaborative processing of the content by means  
    of discussion, small group interaction and presentations,  
    exploring application and implications, etc.). And it won’t  
    come as a surprise to see students in communal-oriented  
    cultures especially thriving in these more active, participatory  
    learning settings.
•  Mixed-level learning strategies.
•  Awareness of emerging technologies which may be harnessed  
    by the seminary.

To help faculty members sense what they need to understand in order to 
become stronger as innovative teachers, one can invite them to tick and 
prioritise from these items:

We need to understand better:  

o  How to plan an appropriate blend of in-class and out-of-class  
      learning activities and how to maximise their effectiveness.
o  Internet-based learning strategies that will work, bearing in  
      mind our seminary infrastructure capabilities, student accessi- 
      bility, and cultural realities.
o  Hybrid strategies for effective learning.
o  What is an acceptable blend of formal and non-formal learn- 
      ing activities.
o  How to use emerging technologies for transformational  
      impact.
o  The challenges of ICT for spiritual and ministry/mission  
      formation.
o  Coping with mixed-level student groups (BTh and MDiv  
      students in one course).
o  Where to find suitable resources for our context.

 
Using the Schema for Faculty Enrichment

Competent seminary faculty: Responsive communicators. Proficient 
educators. Reflective colleagues. Transformational leaders. Innovative 
teachers.

Each seminary – and each individual faculty member – is unique in time 
and place. Hence, a “one size fits all” approach will not be optimal for 
faculty enrichment. For seminary organisational culture – and consis-
tency with andragogical (adult learning) theory – rather than imposing 



55

Vol. 7   No. 2
InSights Journal

a predetermined professional development program on a faculty team, 
“scratching where it itches” seems to be more beneficial. 

Often seminary faculty members “don’t know what they don’t know.” So 
the FEI team is using the schema as a framework to help faculty mem-
bers to appreciate more fully the many-faceted aspects of their role and 
where they sense they need to build their competence and confidence. 

This is the rationale for the content of the boxes above relating to each of 
the five domains. A “scratch where it itches” approach allows faculty to 
decide which aspects of each domain are a priority at a particular time. It 
focuses enrichment input on what faculty members are more likely to be 
open to with their limited (often very limited) time and energy to invest 
in intentional professional development. (The lack of time and energy 
is an issue that was strongly highlighted in focus groups with faculty 
members at two Southeast Asian seminaries in mid 2021 while the AGST 
Alliance team was exploring their professional development needs.)
 
Finding an entry point for enhancing faculty competence is crucial if 
there is to be buy-in by faculty members. When faculty members and 
seminary leaders raise the need to enhance competence, a moderated 
conversation within the faculty, using the boxes above for the five do-
mains, will likely highlight some unifying areas for enrichment. The fac-
ulty conversation may well include envisioning the impact the seminary 
hopes for in its ministry and how the faculty – individuals and together – 
will be best able to ensure that impact. One of the chosen areas can then 
become an entry point. 

Manageable plans will be based on the highest priority need(s) for the 
faculty at that time. “Manageable chunks” of enrichment activity are im-
portant. Having a big vision for developing competent faculty but plan-
ning achievable steps along the way will much more likely result in the 
faculty becoming active participants. Regular review will identify wheth-
er to go faster or slower as well as encouragements and challenges. 

Agreed entry points and manageable plans is the dynamic underlying 
AGST Alliance’s FEI. Six faculty members from one Southeast Asian sem-
inary have recognised a wide range of areas in which they sensed the 
need for enrichment. However, five of the six faculty members indicated 
four areas in common, mainly relating to aspects of innovative teaching 
in hybrid settings. A conversation helped us FEI leaders and the faculty 
members to understand their seminary dynamics relating to these areas 
and what their priorities were. From that conversation an enrichment 
activity spanning one term has been offered them, incorporating an 
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initial short workshop to give an overview of hybrid teaching strategies, 
regular follow-up with the faculty members as they seek to apply one or 
two of the strategies in their ongoing teaching, and ending after three 
months with a debriefing session. When this enrichment activity is 
completed, the process of identifying the next priority area and manage-
able enrichment activity to undertake will start over. We anticipate slow, 
steady, but noticeable change in the faculty members, change that will 
not only lead to enhanced teaching effectiveness, but also be noticed 
positively by others in the seminary.

The process undertaken by FEI is one that individual seminaries are 
likely to be able to adapt without it becoming unduly arduous. The key is 
to identify a priority area for enrichment and to structure a manageable, 
time-limited activity offered that the participating faculty can undertake 
within the constraints of their available time, energy, and ongoing facul-
ty commitments.

“Participating faculty” is an important consideration. Above I mentioned 
“older” faculty members reluctant to participate in faculty enrichment 
activity. That may be a reality to live with. There seems little point in en-
forcing participation by all faculty; if one were to try, the seminary would 
get a situation in which people are present physically but not actively 
engaging – or, worse (as I experienced while conducting a two-day fac-
ulty enrichment workshop in another Southeast Asian country), demon-
strating a level of noncommunicative presence that may even border on 
passive aggression. 

There are likely to be various reasons for faculty resistance, and it is 
worth sensitively probing these. The most effective way to win over re-
luctant or cynical faculty members may be by letting them witness – and 
having the seminary leadership affirm – the value of faculty enrichment 
in positive changes in the lives of the students, seminary, and churches/
society. Some positive changes may be seen early, while others will take 
longer. Recognise that introducing intentional faculty enrichment is a 
process, and that process entails a transition that not all faculty mem-
bers will move through positively. 

Some resistance may be a reality that simply needs to be lived with – 
and this leads us to a final reminder about any faculty enrichment: Ulti-
mately, it is about being in partnership with God and his purposes. So 
prayer permeates successful process. Prayer for right attitudes. Prayer 
for release from becoming strident change agents. Prayer for love. Prayer 
for God’s timing. Prayer that “Your kingdom come, your will be done.”
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Conclusion

When impact becomes a significant focus for Majority World seminaries, 
a crucial question is, “What sort of faculty team, both collectively and 
individually, will best enhance the seminary’s envisioned impact?” This 
article advocates that the enrichment of faculty members be based on a 
schema with five domains: Competent faculty members will be increas-
ingly responsive communicators, proficient educators, reflective col-
leagues, transformational leaders, and innovative teachers. 

Such holistic development is a challenge well worth faculty members’ 
pursuit. In this process, they might adopt the words of the Apostle Paul: 
“I’m not saying that I have this all together, that I have it made…. By no 
means do I count myself an expert in all of this, but I’ve got my eye on 
the goal, where God is beckoning us onward… I’m off and running, and 
I’m not turning back.” (Phil. 3: 12-14, The Message).
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Introduction 
Evelyn Reynolds

 
On the morning of February 24, my husband and I woke up to the news 
that Russia had invaded Ukraine. My husband’s family is Slovenian; he 
had spent time in Russia in college. As ScholarLeaders (SL) staff, I had 
been closely following SL’s work with seminaries in the region. In fact, 
that week of February 24, Taras Dyatlik and Evan Hunter (also SL staff) 
were in Moldova to meet with seminary leaders, to encourage and coun-
sel with them. As tensions grew early that week, those meetings were 
canceled, and SL staff became very concerned. 

So the news from Ukraine that dark morning filled us with nauseating 
horror. We watched Russian helicopters shelling Kyiv; we saw kids who 
looked just like my husband’s high school students hiding in base-
ments; we saw women picking up guns to defend their country. Our 
grief, rage, and frustration have not abated. That morning, SL staff had 
our regular weekly call: It was supposed to be about onboarding our 
new president, but most of us could barely hold back tears. Lynn, our 
CFO, read from Psalm 9: “The Lord reigns forever; he has established his 
throne for judgment. He rules the world in righteousness and judges the 
peoples with equity. The Lord is a refuge for the oppressed, a stronghold 
in times of trouble. Those who know your name trust in you, for you, 
Lord, have never forsaken those who seek you. Sing the praises of the 
Lord, enthroned in Zion; proclaim among the nations what he has done. 
For he who avenges blood remembers; he does not ignore the cries of 
the afflicted.” 

That morning, we prayed for Evan as he joined the many people exiting 
the region, and we prayed for Taras as he returned to Ukraine. Since 
then, we have prayed the psalmists’ words for Ukraine over and over as 
we have seen Christ’s strength and majesty reflected in the Ukrainian 
people – especially in Ukraine’s women. Women are choosing to remain 
with their husbands under fire. They are sheltering in subways and base-
ments for hours with children and elderly parents. When the sirens stop, 
they are coming out to care for one another – without the help of schools 
or other infrastructure – until the next siren. They are scrambling to 
find food and medicine, to comfort children and animals terrified by the 
sound of rocket fire. Women are overseeing shipments of weaponry and 
food into Ukraine and the flow of refugees out of Ukraine – most of those 
refugees, women, are taking their children alone on days-long jour-
neys, leaving their husbands behind, to seek shelter among strangers. 
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Women are ministering in hospitals, which are often targets for Russian 
shelling. Women are taking up arms to fight back the invaders. As we 
all know very well, it was a woman early in the war who put sunflower 
seeds in Russian soldiers’ pockets, whose courage the whole world has 
seen. 

As so often happens in our lives as women, Ukraine’s women are carry-
ing many responsibilities. We all know what it means to have a husband, 
parents, children, church, a household, even a couple of “paying” jobs, 
all at the same time – but these women are shouldering that load while 
walking through the valley of the shadow of death. That shadow shapes 
and adds to their load. 

During a webinar in late March 2022, six Christian Ukrainian women 
leaders participated in a webinar hosted by Eastern European Institute 
of Theology, ScholarLeaders, and Overseas Council. They described 
their heroic ministries during the war; told stories of grief, anger, bewil-
derment, and hope; and reflected theologically on suffering and on the 
ideologies driving the war. Their voices communicate prophetically to 
us, calling us to see truth and act with Christ’s compassion. As an editor 
of the InSights Journal, I am honored to publish their reflections here.

Author Bio: Evelyn directs SL’s LeaderStudies program and serves as Ed-
itor for the InSights Journal for Global Theological Education. She joined 
SL in 2019. She has a PhD in medieval English literature and an MFA in 
poetry, and she and her husband live in Indiana, U.S.A.

The Womanly Aspect of War
Maryna Ashykhmina

War is horror, destruction, death, sorrow, violence, and social/emotion-
al/spiritual deviation. Now in Ukraine, war has shown its inhuman face. 
Its distorted features are reflected in the destruction of all we can see. It 
wrecks architecture. It invades culture, corrupting the stories so careful-
ly composed by poets, playwrights, and film directors. It changes a per-
son: from self-identity to conscious national identity. It changes values 
and shifts worldviews. It triggers reconsiderations of God’s transcen-
dence and immanence, His election and mercy. War has become part of 
the Ukrainian lifestyle; it has shaped the very core of Ukrainian society.

War is oppression, abasement, and discrimination, as it stems from a 
patriarchal worldview. Yet, if war had a voice, it would sound like a wom-
an’s lament, a child’s fearful cry, a mother’s quiet prayer.
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What is a woman’s voice in war? Is it still melodious and euphonous, or 
is it set in a very different tone? Or, perhaps, it’s altogether silenced. 
Even back in 1980, Nobel Prize laureate Svitlana Alexievich so aptly 
noted, “All that we know of war is told by men’s voices.” Society’s brush 
paints a manly face for war – men’s victories; men’s analyses. Yet war 
changes a woman; it alters the way she views herself and relates to oth-
ers. For the record, Ukrainian women stood on par with men during the 
Euromaidan protests in 2013-2014, participating in various initiatives. 
Some formed Women’s Sotnyas (military squadrons). As evidenced by 
media reports, even now Ukrainian women are on active duty, fighting in 
the Armed Forces of Ukraine. Yet women must still pursue equal recogni-
tion from the government and society during war.

When women confront this war with its inhuman face, they take on a 
double responsibility. First, the Scriptures give us many examples of 
women playing integral parts in strengthening the home country and 
promoting peace. We read in Judges 4 about extraordinary Deborah, 
that war-chief to whom Barak deferred, even though she was a woman, 
because her inner strength was greater than his. Beginning in verse 21 
of that chapter, we read of Jael’s audacity, exceptional decision-making 
skills, and unbelievably strong will. She rose up to do to a man’s job 
without rousing enemy suspicions: “But Jael the wife of Heber took a 
tent peg, and took a hammer in her hand. Then she went softly to him 
and drove the peg into his temple until it went down into the ground 
while he was lying fast asleep from weariness. So he died.”

Second, women are involved in so-called reproductive labor. They weave 
camouflage nets, assist displaced persons, prepare meals for soldiers, 
transport medical humanitarian aid into the country from drop-off points 
at the borders, make Molotov cocktails (petrol bombs) to arm their local 
territorial defense squads, and translate Ukrainian news for foreign 
mass media. In a patriarchal society, such labor is relegated to women, 
as it is undistinguished, poorly compensated, and largely unnoticed. 
And yet it is enormously necessary behind-the-scenes work that not only 
sets up the success of more visible, public endeavors but also advances 
Ukraine’s victory.

War can dehumanize men. As Erich Maria Remarque once said, “We’ve 
transformed into horrible beasts. We do not fight but rather save our-
selves from destruction.” It cannot do such things to women. Even in 
war, a woman is still a woman – emotional, sensuous, inspiring. And 
even though she’s less protected, such times require her to balance 
vulnerability and mettle. Heart and guts. Womanhood and heroism.
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Public discourse expects a woman to fulfill roles that are first and fore-
most connected to motherhood and beauty. Indeed, a mother’s role is 
even more important when an entire nation is at war. It is a mother’s task 
to maintain psychoemotional health because the trauma of war will have 
long-term consequences like PTSD and depression. (According to some 
estimates, 85% of Ukrainian children will likely have PTSD or depression 
because of this war.)

Today every Ukrainian woman is under acute stress. Emotions can 
trigger a wide variety of physical symptoms. We may ask, “Where am I 
going?” Or, more deeply, “Who am I inside?” Life makes no sense; the 
future is gone. It is impossible to continue working on projects begun 
before the war. Parts of our souls have lost responsiveness or sensitivity. 
Simple tasks can take hours to accomplish. We may lose normal com-
munication with others; or, inversely, we may be in constant contact. We 
make outbursts of hate towards certain things; we feel anger and betray-
al. We become irritable over trivial things or undergo bouts of existential 
loneliness. We feel as though the world is coming apart when someone 
dies; or, inversely, we feel joy and relief quickly followed by shame for 
having such feelings. Euphoria. Physical sensations of falling apart. 
Insomnia or, inversely, persistent sleepiness. Continuous nightmares. 
One’s mind is unable to shake off horrible images.

Every one of us is kneeling prayerfully. As Abraham Lincoln said, “For 
us to get this country on its feet, we must first get on our knees.” Every 
one of us is weak, but let us heed Spurgeon’s encouraging words: “All 
the faint and weary are under the protection of the King of Zion: let them 
hasten and talk to Him, let them lift their eyes toward Him as He is look-
ing out for them.” I want to encourage Ukrainian women to search for 
God’s face. He is searching for them.

Author Bio: Maryna Ashykhmina is the Vice-Rector for Educational Work 
at Tavriski Christian Institute in Kherson, Ukraine. She is a psychologist 
experienced in working with PTSD.

What Does One Think and Feel at the Time of Catastrophe?
Tanya Gerasymchuk

I will speak from the perspective of an ordinary woman. I am a mother 
of two daughters. I was born in Odesa, and almost all my life I’ve lived 
in this city. Whenever I thought about reasons for hypothetically moving 
someday, it never crossed my mind that my family and I would move 
somewhere else fleeing from war. However, here I am, in Moldova. Even 
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though we are staying at my husband’s mother’s house, I understand 
that our stay here is more than just being on a visit to our relatives in 
Moldova. As the days go by, I realize more and more that our current sta-
tus gravitates toward that of refugees (although very lucky ones) rather 
than guests. 

When I was asked to share about my perspective on this war, at first, I 
couldn’t structure what I thought. What does one think and feel at the 
time of a catastrophe? 

When the war began, I felt as though the infrastructure of my life had 
been ruined: You are uprooted; you start to live in a place where you 
don’t belong. No matter how many good and kind people you meet 
on your way or how comfortable your conditions are at the moment, a 
feeling of detachment seems to prevail. It gets its hold on you and never 
leaves you. 

Another feeling that I and many other Ukrainian women possess now is 
uncertainty about the future. It is next to impossible to make long-term 
or even middle-term plans. And when you think you can at least make 
short-term plans, life can prove you wrong just like that. At the moment, 
we are in Moldova, but no one can guarantee that Moldova is not the 
next dish on Putin’s menu. When I think about what to do with our lives 
next, I feel like I am trying to solve an equation with too many unknowns.

Speaking more about feelings: I try not to think too much about people 
in Mariupol because I know that at this moment some child is probably 
dying a terrible and painful death from hunger, thirst, cold, or injury. You 
feel sorry, you feel helpless, and you feel guilty, because you are com-
fortable while others are suffering immensely. Do you remember Mat-
thew 24:19? It says, “Woe to those who are pregnant and to those who 
are nursing babies in those days!” During war, the fate of these vulnera-
ble groups is often very tragic. If your enemy is under the devil’s control 
(and I think that Putin is under the devil’s control), he doesn’t care; 
he doesn’t think about those he kills. His goal is to create the greatest 
possible destruction and pain. The fact that we live in the 21st century in 
civilized Europe means nothing. 

Separated families are another negative reality that confronts millions 
of people because husbands and adult sons have to stay in the country 
while their wives and children are in safer places. And nobody knows 
how long these families will be separated. In my experience, when 
the war started and our family decided to flee Odesa, my elderly mom 
refused to go. This is a common attitude among old people. They say, 
“We’ve lived here all our lives, and we will stay here, and we will die 
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here.” So we left my mom with a relative and went to Moldova. A few 
days later, we got the news that she had suddenly and rapidly deterio-
rated in health. As I was travelling back to Odesa to reach her, I prayed 
for just one thing: to find her alive. Praise the Lord, in our case, we had 
a happy ending. We managed to stabilize her condition and eventually 
to persuade her to come with us. But in the scale of the whole country, 
separated families have become a painful norm.

However, amidst all this mess, I see some positive aspects:

1.  War is a time of intense experiential learning. It is a hard way of learn- 
     ing because you are learning from your own experience. You learn  
     to live in the given circumstances; you start to understand what is  
     truly important and what isn’t. You’re restructuring your priorities.  
     You learn to trust God more. You learn to appreciate nice, simple  
     things that you used to take for granted. You praise God for great  
     people with kind hearts whom you meet. You learn to rely on God’s  
     grace that envelopes you.

2.  You start to pray more. Actually, many people have started to pray  
     more. I wouldn’t be surprised if almost everyone in Ukraine is  
     praying these days – both Christians and non-Christians. This war  
     has touched every single person in Ukraine, every family. The lives  
     of almost every Ukrainian are split into two: before and after the war.  
     When this war is over, people will not be what they were before the  
     24th of February. Many people will be totally lost and broken, many  
     will have PTSD, many will be driven to the point of suicide. Our coun 
     try will also be very different. I am not talking now about its territorial  
     integrity. I am talking about the nation that has undergone incredible  
     trauma, pain, and anguish. I hope this war somehow will change  
     many of us for the better. This is what I pray for. I pray for people to  
     turn to God.

3.  You begin to see the truth more sharply than ever before. You begin  
     to notice not only the blackness of lies but also the treacherous grey- 
     ness of semi-truths, propaganda tricks, and soothing nonsense about  
     how we as Christians should stay away from making political state- 
     ments or calling the Russian army our enemy because it’s none of our  
     business. Not only do we begin to see the truth more distinctly,  
     but also we begin to feel a greater desire to make the truth known.  
     As my husband, who is an Old Testament lecturer, said, quoting  
     Walter Brueggemann, “The practice of grief is an exercise in truth- 
     telling” (An Unsettling God, 41). I agree. I think our primary task now  
     is to be faithful agents of God’s truth in today’s reality that is dark- 
     ened by tremendous falsehood and distorted perceptions.    
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I also have certain fears. I do hope that Ukraine will change for the 
better, but I fear that Russia won’t change. Many of its people – people 
that I used to respect, who are intelligent and well-educated – sincerely 
believe that what Russia is doing is right! And this is a huge problem. It 
is one thing to sit in the kitchen, quietly cursing Stalin, quietly drinking 
vodka out of despair. It is quite another thing to feel comfortable about 
what Stalin is doing, to justify him, to drink vodka to his health. Too 
many Russians drink to Putin’s health and cheer on Putin’s “special mil-
itary operation.” This fact is a huge problem for both Ukraine and Russia 
because it means that after this war ends, another war will break out as 
soon as Russia restores its army. They will do their homework, consider 
their mistakes, and start all over again. Many people around the world 
are praying for Ukraine, but a substantial part of my prayer now is about 
Russia. I pray for Russia to change. I don’t ask God to make them misera-
ble, poor, hungry, or sick, but I pray that God would open their eyes, that 
something would change in their minds and hearts. 

What I’ve shared here is a very light version of the female war experience 
in comparison with what other women in Ukraine have faced. People 
who have managed to escape Mariupol don’t talk about how they feel 
when they lose their homes; rather, they talk about what one feels when 
one loses one’s loved ones in an instant, when one sees the body parts 
of what a minute ago was someone cherished – a son, daughter, mother, 
father…. 

Let us continue to pray for those who are staying in these besieged 
cities. We are talking about praying for a miracle. However, when I listen 
to people who experienced this hell, I see that God continues to produce 
miracles on a daily basis. He is very good at it. 

Author Bio: Tanya Gerasymchuk is the public relations assistant at Ode-
sa Theological Seminary in Odesa, Ukraine. She also serves at the Odesa 
Crisis Pregnancy Center.
 

Cruelty and Terror
Helga Dyatlik

It is so hard to choose the right words to describe the cruelty and terror 
that has been perpetrated by Russian soldiers in Ukraine over the past 
36 days – but also by the Russian federation over the past 8 years. The 
Russian army continues to harm Ukrainian people day and night; Rus-
sian aggression has ruined people’s lives and homes since early 2014. 
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After Russia’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and its occupation of 
territories in the eastern regions of Donetsk and Luhansk, Russian and 
pro-Russian soldiers did so much violence: kidnapping, rape, murder, 
occupation of homes, churches, and theological institutions, and con-
stant threats toward individuals and the Ukrainian nation. Now, a woman 
who was raped by many Russian soldiers in front of her little child in 
Mariupol for a few days recently died because of her wounds. 

Such tremendous brutality is only the most recent iteration in a long 
sequence of other aggressions. As I work with theological educational 
institutions in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, I have talked to many 
faculty members whose families have lived in Russian-occupied terri-
tory since 2014. One friend told me that before this war, when she was 
going to visit her mother in Luhansk, she had to stay in the bus in line 
for the checkpoint for over eight hours; the Russian soldiers would not 
even allow them to use the toilet. Last week, my other friend – who was 
distributing food in the occupied territories of Luhansk – was complete-
ly undressed and searched several times because the Russians were 
looking for anyone with nationalistic tattoos. If they find any so-called 
nationalistic tattoos on someone, they imprison that person, and many 
such prisoners are “disappeared.” 

In the early morning of February 24th, with many others in Ukraine and 
around the world, I woke to cruel news. My brother said, “Olya, wake up. 
The war has started. Russia is bombing cities all over Ukraine.” Then he 
left our home to join the army as a paramedic.  

Exactly eight years ago to the day, February 24, 2014, we attended the 
funeral for our cousin who was killed during the Maidan, the Revolution 
of Dignity, by pro-Russian snipers. On that day eight years ago, twenty 
thousand people came out to honor three people – including our cousin 
– who were shot. So this date, the 24th of February, is a very dark day for 
me. After my brother’s words, I was suddenly re-immersed in memories 
of the 2014 funerals – the bittersweet smell of millions of flowers that I 
have since hated for years. 

Since 2014, my close friend Kate Samchuk and I have served families 
who lost relatives during the Revolution of Dignity. We have also served 
in war zones in Donetsk and Luhansk. During our service, I looked into 
the eyes of mothers, sisters, wives, and children who cried desperately, 
who couldn’t say a word. They needed help. Kate and I were their voices 
to the local government to protect their rights, to speak to journalists, to 
speak to lawyers. After a few years, Kate and I found ourselves hopeless-
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ly burnt-out. We needed help ourselves to rebuild our mental health, to 
rebuild our routines, to rebuild our dreams, to find new purpose. 

So now, since the first day of this full-scale invasion of Ukraine by 
Russia, I have reminded myself that no matter how far I go with helping 
people, I need to take care of myself. But how can I do this when I receive 
thousands of calls and texts – especially during the war’s first two days 
– with the words, “Please help us! Please evacuate us”? Our team at 
the Eastern European Institute of Theology has been deeply involved in 
evacuation efforts, coordinating evacuations during this war’s first few 
weeks.

For example, I helped international African students escape the bombing 
in Kharkiv. By God’s miracle, they made it onto the last evacuation train 
before the bombing became even worse. They reached Kyiv, but Kyiv also 
was being bombed. They sent me their location, so I traced their journey 
from Kyiv, which is close to where I live, to my city. This normally short 
journey took them almost 12 hours because the train kept changing its 
route. Many other international students were trapped in their cities 
because they couldn’t leave safely. 

I watch this even as I receive many questions from people outside 
Ukraine about how Ukrainians will work for reconciliation with Russians. 
Honestly, I am not ready to work with Russians. Since 2014, even though 
our cousin was killed by a pro-Russian sniper, even though my friends 
died defending Ukraine, even though I’ve seen so much pain, our team 
has worked to build bridges with Russians and Belarussians. We’ve 
created different theological initiatives, and through this work we have 
counted some Russians colleagues as friends. But when this invasion 
began, I suddenly understood that I do not have any Russian friends. No 
Russian friend has texted me, “I’m sorry for the cruel things that Russia 
is doing.” Relationships must have two sides. We have been building 
bridges for eight years; now it’s their turn to build bridges, otherwise we 
will simply build our own country. Our beautiful souls must find God and 
treasure how God has made us uniquely Ukrainian, not Soviet. 

The Russian invasion exposes hidden, painful wounds, memories of the 
hybrid war that began in 2014. When a young man who escaped Irpin 
under shelling told his story to my friend, my friend suddenly remem-
bered the event during the Maidan when he himself was shot by a sniper 
(February 20, 2014). That was the exact date when our cousin was shot. 
Immediately, my friend felt guilty for comparing his suffering to this 
young man’s suffering. But that was the first time that he clearly remem-
bered the tragedy he had experienced. How many more hidden wounds 
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will be exposed during this war? How will we respond to them, to these 
painful memories that we ourselves have experienced?  

I do see something wonderful, though: A church – that was split on 
denominational lines – at this moment is losing its walls. Last week, I 
finished reading Theology after Christendom by Joshua Searle. He says, 
“In the coming years, we will witness a flowering of solidarity among 
diverse Christians as the walls of denominationalism and sectarianism 
come crashing down. Instead of institutionalized religion, there will be 
a gospel movement of compassion that expresses itself in a new vision 
of church without walls. And God will delight in this.” I want to challenge 
us to break the right walls, to break the walls that separate us as human 
beings, but to respect national identity, to respect our value as human 
beings – not as Russians in the so-cold “holy world.” 

I am very grateful for all my friends who helped to evacuate people – 
Christians, Muslims, people with disabilities – to safe places where they 
can rebuild their lives. These people struggle as they leave Ukraine, 
though they are safer outside the country. I continue to be in touch with 
them. Similarly, I encourage you to take one person or family and to 
guide them for a few years, supporting them in all ways that you can. 
Taras Dyatlik did this for Dima Shevchenko and his family after evacuat-
ing them from Donetsk in early 2015 under shelling. 

In addition, I want to challenge you to stand against Russian propagan-
da, including its so-called Biblical versions. Shadrach, Meshach, and 
Abednego were not asked to kill, to rape, to murder; they were asked 
to fall down and worship king Nebuchadnezzar, but they didn’t. They 
paid the price, but God saved them. So I encourage you to advocate 
for Ukraine, to stand against Russian propaganda. Do not bow. Do not 
worship this ideology. 

Finally, I want to ask you not to question me the way people do who read 
Russian propaganda. They ask me, “Why is God punishing Ukraine?” 
That is not what I think. I recommend The Shack by Paul Young and 
Where Is God When It Hurts? by Philip Yancey. I have found both books 
so helpful during many dark times.  

And I thank you again for your courage, for the brave actions that you 
take to support Ukraine and especially to support our team. 

Author Bio: Helga Dyatlik is Associate Regional Director for Eastern Eu-
rope and Central Asia for Overseas Council-United World Mission.
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Be the Good Samaritan 
Valeria Chornobai

The war started for me a month before it started because I had a dream 
that my sister’s husband and I were hiding from a Russian tank. So 
when there were three big explosions in Dnipro early in the morning on 
February 24th, I knew that the war had started and that I should stay in 
Dnipro, that I shouldn’t flee. My heart was troubled, mostly for my twin 
sister, her kids, and my church. So my family made sure that my sister’s 
kids and our mom were safe (we sent them to Western Europe, as mil-
lions of other Ukrainians did). Next, we arranged the basements in my 
house and in the church building as bomb shelters.

My volunteer work started with the realization that many of my friends 
worldwide are ready to contribute to help Ukrainians financially, so I 
can’t leave because I’m more useful here in Dnipro. In addition, we need-
ed to rescue my older sister’s friend’s family from Kharkiv, which was 
being severely bombarded. So we asked a pastor from Dnipro to go to 
Kharkiv and bring them to Dnipro. He did so, and I settled that family in 
my flat. I myself moved into my dad’s house. I admire those brave church 
ministers from Dnipro who are willing to risk their lives daily by going 
into war zones to evacuate people.

We continue to do this work. Some people settle for a while at our 
church, which now looks more like a combination of hostel and ware-
house (as, I believe, many other churches also look). This is my every-
day routine now: We receive trucks of humanitarian aid in the church 
building, make individual food parcels, and have them distributed to the 
people who are hiding in the basements of Kharkiv. 

On the second floor of our church, refugees from war zones are staying. 
Often, those refugees come to our church having literally nothing but 
their very lives. They have lost everything. They have no spare clothes or 
shoes, no bags, no phones; their houses are totally demolished. So we 
give them food, water, a bed to sleep in. We buy them clothes and shoes 
and phones so that they can contact their family members. We help them 
find proper jobs and apartments if they want to stay in Dnipro.

As Christians, we understand that this volunteer work is not just about 
meeting people’s needs for food, clothing, and shelter. One night during 
the war’s second week, I woke up with a clear understanding of what ex-
actly I needed to be doing apart from buying, packing, and sending food 
parcels, apart from evacuating people. I need to be with the refugees. 
Some refugees have lost their friends or family members. They’ve seen 
death. When they come to us, they often are not able to speak. They are 
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devastated, shocked, grieved. When you see them, you understand that 
you need to sit with them in silence, cry with them, hug them. You need 
to be sensitive: do not ask too many questions, do not preach at them, 
but bring them the hope and peace they need. Usually the next day they 
are ready to talk. And then all you need to do is listen to them, pray for 
them. It’s emotionally hard. Yet it brings me so much joy to see them 
after we share, accepting Jesus as their Lord and Savior! One woman I 
know was healed after prayer.

One hardship we face locally is that we need more ministers to do this 
work. Just the other day, we were making food packages at church, and 
I found myself thinking that here I am at church volunteering with about 
10 other people, none of whom (except one) is also a church-goer! Of 
course, church people also come to help, but I wish there were more, 
especially brothers, able to minister to the refugees.

To keep going personally, from the war’s very first days, I tried to be 
diligent in two things: 

1.  My habit before the war and even more so now is to start every day  
     with Bible reading and meditation on the Scriptures. It helps me focus  
     on God’s love, not pain.
2.  I avoid all the debates, popular in some Christian circles, about why 
     this war happened or who is to blame. I consider it a waste of time.  
     Seeing some Christians refuse to cooperate with other Christians  
     because of past divisions upsets me. 

There will always be some religious people who play the role of the 
priest or the Levite on the road to Jericho. I want to be the good Samari-
tan who just helped someone in need.

Author Bio: Valeria Chornobai has a PhD in Theology (she is a graduate 
of the Ukraine Doctoral Program). She teaches sociology and Christian 
ethics.

Respect Yourself
Tetiana Kalenychenko

I am a native of Kyiv. Last year, I lived in a cozy community near Bucha 
in the Kyiv region. For me, the war started on the Maidan in March 
2014, when military chaplains, myself, and others tried to help as best 
we could. After two years of helping people and telling their stories by 
working as a journalist, in 2016, I was devastated and burnt-out. I had to 
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step back from the abyss. In addition to this work, I am a sociologist of 
religion. I am also the wife of an anti-terrorist operations veteran whose 
career ended when he was injured and had to leave the front. Now, we 
work together to serve society. We thought that we were morally and 
psychologically ready for the events that unfolded on February 24 this 
year, but we did not believe them until they actually began. 

My professional vocation is peacekeeping. Back in 2016, when it be-
came clear that the humanitarian field had overwhelmed me, I studied 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, decided to give up journalism, and, together 
with colleagues, founded the Dialogue in Action initiative, which aims to 
bring together secular and religious leaders. We seek to inspire collabo-
ration for the common good. Through this initiative, we have developed 
dialogue and learning. We have been given great hope that people are 
finally beginning to feel the value of peace and its vision as a process, 
not a “shoot-out” goal.

For me, this stage of the war began when I found myself in a siege zone 
with my son. We realized that where we were living, near the Zhytomyr 
highway in the Kyiv region, was a grey zone. We survived for over 10 days 
without water, communication, light, or heat. Sometimes, we could not 
go outside due to the density of shelling, and later we were afraid to 
show signs of life when Russian troops passed through our dachas. One 
morning, my neighbors and I took a risk and, under fire, drove a convoy 
of cars to Zhytomyr region, from which we began volunteering to help 
our community, which remained under occupation until April 1. Our work 
is ongoing, as is the coordination of assistance between various reli-
gious activists with whom we previously worked in Dialogue in Action.

Has this brutal war disillusioned me toward peacekeeping? No. I know 
that every war ends sooner or later. Life begins again. Living, not sur-
viving, is a science that we still have to learn. We know how to survive; 
we have proved our courage to the whole world. Ahead of us is the most 
difficult challenge – victory over the war within themselves. Victory over 
rage and hatred, over anger and contempt. Titanic work to preserve our 
hearts, our peace, our breath, and our sleep. The search for the remain-
ing drops of love, the search for elements of life. When we passed the 
first Ukrainian checkpoint as we escaped the siege, I had a powerful 
thought: We can walk the streets. We can make choices. We can choose 
life over death. And we have something to live for.

A priest I know said that he has observed that people have different de-
sires – harmony, happiness, health, prosperity, joy, fulfillment – but he 
has almost never heard that they want peace. Peace in your heart, which 
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only you see. This heart-peace does not reject the unbearable pain that 
deepens every day, the endless sorrow and passionate desire for jus-
tice. But each of us alone bears responsibility for whether the sprout of 
hope will germinate in our heart.

What I know from my work is that peace is possible. This is an extremely 
important message that I want to pass on: “Peace is possible.” It comes, 
and it can be profound, not necessarily when I feel safe on the streets, 
but when I am ready to speak, share, feel, dare, dream, and embody. 
When I am not afraid. When I feel supported. When I am respected, and 
when I respect in return. When I can disagree but not feel angry. When I 
celebrate diverse views.

Peace is a process. It is formed every second in our hearts, in our 
thoughts, and in our decisions. It will not be written about in the media 
because it is not a topic that will arouse interest. But we can take this 
path. And we can lie down in it if we cannot bear to keep moving in that 
direction. As long as the wound hurts, we can imagine its healing and 
the emergence of something new and beautiful, which we can only cre-
ate if we save our hearts. 

Author Bio: Tetiana Kalenychenko is a sociologist of religion and dia-
logue facilitator who works for conflict transformation. She is part of the 
Dialogue in Action initiative, the NGO “European Center for Strategic 
Analytics.”

“Russian World” Ideology and Christian Truth
Olga Kondyuk

When this war broke out, my family and I were living on the campus of 
Ukrainian Evangelical Theological Seminary in a northern suburb of Kyiv 
– in fact, the place from which the offensive on the capital was attempt-
ed through Hostomel and Bucha. Over seventy people were living on 
campus at that time. We managed to leave only on the fifth day because 
of intense fighting on all the surrounding roads.
Before the war started, we equipped shelters in basements and stored 
food and fuel. The problem was that UETS only had two relatively small 
basements. Sometimes, shelling lasted all night. Quite a lot of people 
had to spend many hours in a narrow, closed space. Some people had 
panic attacks; it was most difficult to maintain normal psychological 
conditions.    
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So on day five of the war, a family bought a bus to evacuate us. As of 
today, this bus has shuttled back and forth many times, bringing neces-
sities to Kyiv and evacuating people from it. A part of the team stayed at 
the seminary to serve people and help the military. 

As soon as we came to a safe place, we began organizing other evacua-
tions. We received calls and drew up lists. It was very sad to realize that 
we were not able to help everyone.  

At the beginning of the war, I had a short-term goal: to evacuate a large 
group of people to a safe place. In the course of time, however, fewer 
people asked for evacuation. So, I started thinking about what to do 
next. I understand that we need not only to survive but also to preserve 
our independence as a country, to protect everything that is really valu-
able. We need not only to fight but also to maintain our economy, jobs, 
culture, and values. So now I would like to share what I think about the 
present and future.    

Any war ruins life. It not only kills people but also destroys all manifesta-
tions of life, everything people have created. For example, over the last 
30 years, we have built theological education in Ukraine literally from 
scratch. Now, shelling is damaging our seminary facilities. So I believe 
that I have to do my best to help our seminary continue to function. 
Theological education may not seem to be the most important thing in 
terms of survival during a war, but I am of a different opinion. Let me try 
to prove it. 

Every war has ideological components. For ten years before this war, we 
watched Russian authorities disseminate propaganda about the “Rus-
sian world” in order to prepare their people and to justify their aggres-
sion in the eyes of the international community.  

As a matter of fact, the “Russian world” propaganda often uses religious 
rhetoric. For example, “We are brotherly nations,” a common phrase, 
sounds somewhat Christian. Brotherhood is a good idea. The one who 
stands for brotherhood is good and kind. The one who is against it is bad 
and evil. It seems simple. However, this idea is based on the following 
assumptions:

•  We are brotherly nations
•  Actually, we are one nation
•  You are not a separate nation 
•  So you have no right to sovereignty
•  If your political decisions harm our interests, we will stop you by force
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Or take another religious message: “The mission of the Russian people 
is to save the world from the moral decay of the West.” This message 
appeals to everyone who is concerned with the moral condition of pres-
ent-day society. However, this message also includes significant as-
sumptions. It exists only to convince religious Russians that their war is 
sacred. Many Russians believe that they are saving Ukrainians from the 
West’s ruinous and sinful influence. They believe that they are a sword in 
God’s hand to punish evil. Yet, if one compares statistics from different 
countries, one can see that the country that has decided to save others 
from sin has, in fact, significantly worse rates of abortion, divorce, family 
violence, alcohol addiction, and crime than countries of Western Europe. 
Furthermore, this idea has messianic overtones that position Russia in 
place of Christ, who saves people from sin through love rather than by 
force. 

Or take another popular message aimed at an international audience: 
“The Russian authorities are guilty of the war, but ordinary Russians are 
the ones suffering from sanctions.” This communicates the idea that 
an ordinary person bears no responsibility for their society’s choices 
between good and evil. This message echoes the “commonplace evil” of 
World War II, when German soldiers thought they were not committing 
crimes because they were just following orders. However, the Bible gives 
us a totally different principle of power and responsibility. Every person 
can make a choice; every person is responsible to God; every person is 
socially influential. Today, we see how “ordinary” Ukrainians contribute 
to the coming victory without abandoning their own responsibilities. 
We see how David is confronting Goliath in many places, often without 
weapons, in order to protect freedom.  

For this reason, I am strongly convinced that theology is very important 
at this time. The war challenges us to name good as good and evil as 
evil. Unfortunately, many Russian Christians – as well as some Ukrai-
nians and representatives of other nations – have found themselves 
influenced by the ideas of the Russian world. This ideology is a heresy 
that requires theological reflection and firm condemnation by the whole 
Christian community.   

Words are powerful. We can see that false words disseminated for a 
decade have led to the deaths of many people. We need to spread good 
words that bring life, hope, and restoration. We are called to teach peo-
ple to think so that they can distinguish the former from the latter.  

Author Bio: Olga Kondyuk is Head of the Department of Communication 
and Development at the Ukrainian Evangelical Theological Seminary in 
Kyiv, Ukraine. 
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Introduction 
Evan R. Hunter

“It has begun”: Taras Dyatlik and I looked at each other in the hallway of 
the apartment we shared on the campus of University Divitia Gratiae (UDG) 
in Moldova. Four days before, we had arrived in Chisinau. For the first two 
days, against the backdrop of rising tensions between Russia and Ukraine, 
we had planned for meetings with seminary leaders from Kyrgyzstan, Mol-
dova, Russia, and Ukraine. Leaders from a seminary in Russia had arrived 
at UDG, and for the next two days, we had stayed optimistically focused 
on their future. In the background, though, the Ukrainian schools had 
canceled their travel to Moldova, fearing an impending Russian attack. We 
encouraged the leaders from another Russian school to stay home. The 
situation had become extremely fluid. 

On the morning of February 24, missiles began to fly. Russia had attacked 
Ukraine. War had begun. Moldova closed its airspace. A few hours later, 
having booked a night bus from Chisinau to Bucharest, I said goodbye 
to Taras. I was headed home. So was he; but his home was now in a war 
zone. As I found increasing safety, he chose to move closer and closer to 
danger. Somehow the hardships of my travel seemed insignificant. Fer-
vent prayer became my new normal.  

Very soon after I returned to the U.S., Taras and I began what has been 
nearly constant communication as he started to coordinate relief efforts. 
Alongside seminary leaders across Ukraine, he created relief hubs, 
tailoring the work of each location to that community’s needs, resources, 
and evolving situation. Seeing the war’s injustice, outside donors gave 
generously.

From the beginning, the Ukrainian team identified a three-part strategy:

1.  Conduct relief work that includes evacuating people from dangerous  
     areas, helping refugees and internally displaced people move west to- 
     ward safety, and providing food, medical supplies, Bibles, and  
     spiritual care. Seminaries mobilize faculty, alumni, and pastors to  
     meet immediate needs.

2.  As the situation stabilizes, continue theological education, using  
     technology to connect faculty and students now scattered throughout  
     Ukraine and beyond.
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3.  Eventually, rebuild what has been broken and destroyed, possibly  
     reframing theological education for the church in a post-war Ukraine. 

These leaders have worked tirelessly to meet the needs of so many while 
not losing sight of a long-term vision for theological education. They are 
the church, the body of Christ, in action. 

For the last several weeks, these seminary leaders have reported on the 
realities they witness – the air raid sirens, the damage, and the advances 
(and retreats) of national troops. They have cataloged needs for food, dia-
pers, and medicine. They have shared heroic stories. Drivers have risked 
their lives to bring supplies into areas under fire and then to exit with 
vanloads of people, many of them elderly or vulnerable. Leaders have pro-
vided spiritual care for victims and soldiers. Their work is small-scale and 
intensely personal. Often, their reports include names and photos of the 
people they serve. By coordinating their work, they mobilize resources to 
the places where they are needed most, ensuring that the work is efficient 
and effective. 

And while they do all of that, they continue to reflect theologically, asking 
significant questions about the presence of God in the midst of horrific 
realities. They wrestle with the call to pray both against and for one’s 
enemies; they confront the need to condemn sin, extend grace, and seek 
justice. Each day, I exchange messages with them. Doing so, I am struck 
by the gravity of doing theology in the context of constant artillery barrag-
es, sleepless nights, and betrayal and abandonment, often from sisters 
and brothers in the broader church with whom these Ukrainian leaders 
have worked for years. I see the toll of witnessing the evil of war, of seeing 
senseless destruction, and of realizing that restoration will require years 
of work – in the physical world, but also emotionally, relationally, and 
spiritually. I appreciate these colleagues for the raw “realness” of their 
theology. 

A few weeks into the war (and without any sense of how long this war 
would last), this group of theological leaders hosted a webinar, “The 
Russia-Ukraine War: Evangelical Voices.” Through their stories and ob-
servations, they challenge the church to take action through support and 
advocacy for the sake of justice and with the love of Christ.  

After the webinar, these leaders wrote a statement, “Voices from the 
Ruins: Appeal of the Representatives off Ukrainian Evangelical Theologi-
cal Educational Institutions regarding the War of the Russian Federation 
against Ukraine.” 

Author Bio: Evan R. Hunter is Executive Editor for InsightsJournal. 
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Theological Education Melted in the Fire of Suffering 
Ivan Rusyn

I am speaking to you today from the office of the Ukrainian Bible Soci-
ety, where I now live in the literal sense of the word. My apartment is in 
Russian-occupied territories, and my seminary campus was damaged. 
99% of my colleagues are refugees in different parts of Ukraine and 
other countries. The vast majority of Ukrainian Evangelical Theological 
Seminary’s students are also scattered in various cities and countries, 
seeking protection from this vile, satanic, full-scale war created by the 
Russian Federation. All around me there are dead and missing persons.

I want to say this as clearly as possible: This is a full-scale, unprovoked 
war by the Russian Federation against the Ukrainian people. The enemy 
is destroying homes, hospitals, schools, theaters, even seminaries and 
churches. Obviously, his goal is the complete destruction of Ukraine.

War influences people’s characters and brings out both evil and good. 
Indeed, I have witnessed inhuman evil, indescribable suffering, and the 
deaths of civilians and soldiers. Someone has said that the expression 
“How much longer, Lord?” is as spiritual as the word “Hallelujah.” I want 
to take this idea a step further: I have come to the conclusion that the 
words, “God, break the bones of my enemy,” are as spiritual as those of 
the Aaronic blessing. 

Along with great suffering, I see great unity, strength of spirit, coopera-
tion, and love in Ukrainians. I will never forget:

•  The tears of the elderly who I had the opportunity to evacuate from  
    Irpin. They were constantly asking, “Are our guys close? Are our guys  
    close?”
•  The facial expressions of people coming out of bomb shelters and  
    trying to understand who we are. That fear on their faces in the first  
    seconds and then the joy when it becomes clear that we are bringing  
    them food, water, and medicine.
•  The voices of soldiers saying “Amen” to the words “the body of Christ  
    crucified for you” while partaking of the sacrament on the battlefield.

The war really brought all Ukrainians close, like brothers and sisters. I 
see a lot of work done by churches helping refugees. In this time, I begin 
to understand more deeply the theology of presence, of incarnational 
mission and holistic mission. If the church really follows Christ, she 
follows him to the greatest need and remains there, embodying faith, 
hope, and love. It is impossible to show love at a distance.
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In this setting, what is the future of theological education? Theolog-
ical education has a future and a great task. It will melt in the fire of 
Ukraine’s suffering and will become more honest, real, deep, and there-
fore godly. It will serve the Church and society in new ways, trying to 
shape new contours for the ministry of healing. Denominations will not 
matter as much, but our theology will be more clearly defined.

Specifically, what is happening and what will happen with UETS? As I 
said, currently, 99% of employees are refugees. The campus is dam-
aged, and we do not have access to it due to fighting (in mid-March 
2022). We had a crisis plan in case of war and were able to implement it. 
We were able to evacuate not only students and workers but also many 
other people who needed our help. Until recently, the campus was used 
as a storage and feeding place for people, but we have had to change 
the location of our humanitarian mission.

UETS will continue its mission with or without a campus. We are plan-
ning to resume teaching online starting Monday (March 21, 2022). Also, 
our mission in Central Asia will continue.

In conclusion, I will say the following. Martin Luther King once said, 
“Afterwards we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the si-
lence of our friends.” The perverted narrative of this so-called “Russian 
peace” seems harmless to many. The silent support of Putin’s actions 
in Russia by Christians – and the great but cautious concern of the rest 
of the world – are of little inspiration. This is a catastrophe not just for 
Ukraine but for Russia and the entire world. Something is wrong with 
our understanding of the Gospel and mission. It seems that we inform, 
but we do not transform. 

If the enemy destroys Ukraine, the civilized world will never be able to 
enjoy democracy, because democracy, freedom, and justice will always 
have the taste and smell of innocent, bloody Ukrainian corpses. It is im-
possible to have full democracy, freedom, and justice when at the same 
time an entire nation is being slaughtered for these values.

Author Bio: Ivan Rusyn is Rector of Ukrainian Evangelical Theological 
Seminary in Kyiv, Ukraine. 
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God Manifest through People 
Valentin Siniy 

 
Our meeting is especially symbolic for me because today is the first 

morning after Purim. The story of Purim is familiar from the book of Es-
ther. It is about how the Lord responded to evil – not just evil but unjust 

aggression. When we talk about the origin of evil, we naturally recall the 
book of Job, which speaks of the disproportionate evil that came into the 
life of righteous Job. However, if in the book of Job we talk about evil that 
we cannot control (the death of relatives, a fatal illness, a tsunami, or an 
earthquake), then in the book of Esther we see a kind of evil that we can 

and must resist. One of the most famous texts from this book:

     And Mordecai sent back this answer: “Do not think that because you  
     are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you  
     remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise  
     from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And  
     who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a  
     time as this?” (Esther 4:13-14)

We understand that the aggression against the Israelites had a long-
term missional goal of returning Israel to Jerusalem. However, despite 
that purpose of God, evil is still evil. We see the Lord’s attitude to this 
evil: the Lord is on the side of the oppressed Jews. 

Before the start of the war in Ukraine, I did not understand why the book 
of Esther did not mention God. Now I am going to share my personal 
opinion: I think that in times of war, God may be manifesting Himself 
mainly through people, through their compassion, their help, their min-
istry following their gifts. 

About myself: I was raised in a family of believers during the USSR. 
I come from a part of Ukraine where there was a strong Mennonite 
influence. During the Soviet dictatorship, my parents experienced 
persecution for their faith, and my grandparents were fired from work. 
They had to live in a field, in a pit covered with straw, as their house was 
taken away from them. I remember how they constantly told me about 
humility, about non-resistance to evil. They often repeated that all power 
comes from God. Growing up, I understood them to mean that the Lord 
is actually always on the side of the strong, on the side of power, on the 
side of the offender. 

My theology started to change around the age of 14 or 15. One day, my 
brother and I were returning from church, and a block away from us, a 
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drunken man attacked a girl and tried to rape her. We did not know what 
to do, and then suddenly several men jumped out into the street from a 
neighboring yard. They rushed to the girl’s defense, and a fight broke 
out. Another situation took place when I was 19-20 years old. This time, 
going home from a church service, we were able to protect a girl from 
attack.

Now, in the context of this war, the theology of many Christians, includ-
ing my own, is transforming. It is shifting. Completely different biblical 
texts come to the fore compared to what we thought about in the time 
of peace – like this one from Judges 5:23: “Curse Meroz, says the Angel 
of the Lord, curse, curse its inhabitants for not coming to the help of the 
Lord, to the help of the Lord with the brave” (Judges 5:23). The part of me 
that is committed to democracy says that lack of courage brings shame. 
But the other part, which is committed to an honest understanding of 
the biblical text, says that lack of courage entails a curse. The word 
“curse” is repeated three times in the text. Curse is separation from 
God’s grace. Why? Because our role as Christians is not only to fulfill the 
mission of God in a soteriological manner but also to strive actively to 
return this world to the Divine plan, to the extent that we can do this. We 
must speak out against slavery, against injustice, against violence. And 
we must have our say against this unjust war.

This war is terrible. During the shelling of Kherson, a young guy helped 
to evacuate families of staff members of Pioneer Bible Translators to 
Western Ukraine, as these missionaries did not have a car. Meanwhile, 
this guy’s grandfather stayed in his home city, which was soon occupied. 
With food scarce, his grandfather went fishing to catch some fish for the 
family. He was shot by a Russian sniper. So we see that this war is also 
insane. It is one of few wars that its perpetrators will not call a war. It has 
no logical or economic reasons. It was started by one man because of 
the silence of millions. 

The age-old conflict between good and evil becomes incredibly intense 
during war. War makes the presence of goodness and the showing of 
mercy incredibly important. Now the people of Ukraine are united as 
never before; people support each other as best they can. And under 
these circumstances, leadership becomes incredibly important – not po-
litical leadership but leadership in small groups. Not only administrative 
leadership but the leadership of pastoral care. So, finally, here are some 
testimonies of how the church is showing its leadership in this war:

1.   The pastor of one of the small churches in the suburbs of Kherson  
      worked with a Catholic priest, an Orthodox priest, and the mayor of  
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      this town, and for 7 days they buried executed civilians. Some civil- 
      ians were killed because they sat in their cars or for some other  
      ridiculous reason. Sometimes they found corpses in ditches along the  
      road.
2.  The church in Kherson found out that an orphanage for children aged  
      0 to 4 had been seeking shelter. So the church provided facilities for  
      the orphanage’s children and employees. The church gave its small  
      worship hall and several Sunday school classrooms to house these  
      children. Now this church serves 57 orphans who were left without  
      proper care during the war.
3.  The other day we donated potatoes to a city in southern Ukraine.  
      When I spoke to the pastor of the church, he burst into tears because  
      there had been no food in their city for many days.

Author Bio: Valentin Siniy is Rector of Tavriski Christian Institute in Kher-
son, Ukraine.

Ukraine Weeping for Her Children 
Stanislas Stepanchenko

I want to start with three Bible verses:

     How long will you show partiality to the wicked? (Ps. 82:2)

     Let death take my enemies by surprise; let them go down alive to the  
     realm of the dead, for evil finds lodging among them. (Ps. 55:15)

     I was a stranger and you invited me in. (Matt. 25:35)

Tonight I woke up around 4 a.m. because of an air raid siren in Lviv. 
Waking up several times per night has become the new normal because 
of possible or current air strikes. This time, the target was the town of 
Sarny. I checked my phone and saw a news report saying that Russian 
invaders had already killed 108 children. This is happening here, in 
Europe. Over 100 innocent kids, toddlers, infants – as well as thousands 
of civilians. Why? Why are our kids dying? Herod is killing our children 
for no rational reason, just because he can: “A voice is heard, weeping 
and great mourning, Ukraine weeping for her children and refusing to be 
comforted, because they are no more” (Matt. 2:18).

Since the beginning of the brutal Russian invasion of Ukraine, Lviv Theo-
logical Seminary has hosted 60 to 120 new refugees daily. They come 
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from various parts of Ukraine where the ugly jaws of war are tearing 
apart their lovely homeland. We serve as the first place where refugees, 
in their long effort to get to safety, can take a breath and get some food 
and rest for a day or two before the next round of fighting. Most of them 
are trying to go to Poland and Romania. Some families can’t cross the 
border immediately for various reasons. We are trying to find places for 
them to stay in Lviv and to fulfill their basic immediate needs. 

All evacuees are scared, lost, and in great emotional distress. Most are 
in desperate need, without any support – mothers of many kids, preg-
nant women, seniors, disabled people, and weakened people who were 
being treated for various diseases, whose treatments have been inter-
rupted. All of them evacuated abruptly. They have no luggage; they have 
only a passport in their hand.

Right now, the seminary is directing the work of about 40 volunteers. 
Sometimes they meet a fleeing family at the train station and simply 
explain what to do next; sometimes they hold a cellphone for someone 
so that they can make a call because they are so disoriented that their 
hands are shaking too hard. Other volunteers help at the seminary’s 
campus, providing necessary services for refugees. Others drive refu-
gees on the next stage of their journey, going back and forth between 
Lviv and the border with Poland.  

Right now, Lviv is not experiencing active street fighting, as other 
Ukrainian cities are. So we see the war not only through the news and 
air raid sirens but also in eyes of escapees. Their stories are so simi-
lar and so unique at the same time. Most of them want to come back 
to their homes after Ukraine achieves victory. Recently, we helped a 
70-year-old woman, an escapee from the Dnipro region, to reunite with 
her relatives in Italy. When she left, she was confident that she would 
return to her homeland, even though no buildings may be left standing: 
“I’ll sleep right on the ground but in my homeland.”

In Matthew 15, Jesus speaks to people on judgement day: “I was a 
stranger, and you invited Me in” (Matt. 25:35). And people ask Him, 
“When did we see you a stranger and invite you in?” (Matt. 25:38). And 
He responds, “Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of 
these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me” (Matt. 25:40). Those 
words are always in our minds. We think of them as we serve each refu-
gee: “I was a stranger, and you invited Me in” (Matt. 25:35).

Just the fact that people had to flee and leave their homes is enough 
to call this war wrong, unjust. We often hear rhetorical question from 
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refugees: “Why Putin is killing us? Why do we have to leave our homes?” 
I think of the Psalm that says, “As fire consumes the forest or a flame 
sets the mountains ablaze, so pursue them with your tempest and terrify 
them with your storm” (Ps. 83:14-15 NIV). Ukraine is weeping for her chil-
dren and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more. God help 
us!

Author Bio: Stanislas Stepanchenko is Dean of Lviv Theological Seminary 
in Lviv, Ukraine.
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For the last three weeks many Ukrainians, including myself, experienced 
many things for the first time. We were awakened by the sounds of mis-
sile strikes on February 24. We were in deep shock for a couple of days, 
not believing how we were awakened. Families packed their belongings 
and went to other parts of the country or abroad. Many people fit their 
lives into a suitcase and left not knowing where they would end up.

A female student from a town in eastern Ukraine came to Odesa for a 
residential study session at Odesa Theological Seminary (OTS). The war 
caught her there. She could not return to her hometown because the 
frontline was very close to it, and all trains were cancelled. We convinced 
her to evacuate to a western region. Meanwhile, her elderly mother was 
still in their hometown. When the fighting escalated, the apartment 
block where she lived was partially destroyed, set on fire by the invad-
ers. Thank God, she survived and has now been evacuated to join her 
daughter. They have no place to live; they have no job. They are refugees 
now. Multiply this case by 2 million, and you will get an approximate 
projection of what is happening now in Ukraine. But who can estimate 
the pain, suffering, and psychological damage done to Ukrainians by 
those who orchestrated this unjust war? The lives of millions of Ukrai-
nians have been smashed. All we knew has been wiped out. Nothing is 
left. Just a wilderness.
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We have witnessed the invaders’ atrocities and senseless and irrational 
cruelty. We died with the pregnant lady and her unborn baby severely 
wounded during the bombing of the maternity hospital in Mariupol. We 
were hit by a mortar with those people lined up for bread in Chernihiv. 
The Russian soldiers shot us with those who were trying to flee Irpin, 
Hostomel, Bucha, Kharkiv, and Sumy. Many souls are burnt to ashes. The 
pain is real, almost tangible. We feel rage. This war is acutely inhumane 
because the invaders shoot civilians and bomb obviously civilian build-
ings that shelter kids and women. Mariupol has no undamaged build-
ings – a city of over 450,000. And we see no end to it yet.

What is extremely puzzling, saddening, and discouraging is the level of 
support for this war among fellow evangelical believers in Russia. Un-
fortunately, most “experts” are wrong when they say that this is Putin’s 
war. No. This war is supported by a significant portion of the Russian 
people. Over a week before the invasion, it became obvious what direc-
tion things were developing. So my colleagues in theological education 
proposed that we compose a joint statement from educators from differ-
ent countries across Eastern Europe and Central Asia condemning the 
threats and preparations for war. In this initiative, Russian colleagues 
said that we should not paint the situation in black-and-white. They 
said that the statement should be as generic as possible, just calling to 
prayer for peace. A week later, our cities were hit by missiles, and these 
colleagues started changing their perspective. Unfortunately, the wider 
circle of Russian ministers, evangelical celebrities, and average Chris-
tians still have not done this. They avoid condemning the perpetrators 
and standing with the victims. Let me add a personal example. When 
on February 24 I wrote on Facebook that we are living in another reality 
because a new phase of the war has started – now an open, brutal phase 
– my cousin from Moscow called me a Nazi because I disagreed with the 
“Russian world” narrative she was promoting. I think this is a represen-
tative case. 

Recently, Ukrainian churches celebrated the Lord’s Supper, the first 
Lord’s Supper during the Russia-Ukraine war. For me personally besides 
the usual reflections on Christ’s sacrifice for our sins, participation in 
the life of the Trinity through Jesus Christ, and expectation of the Second 
Coming, the high point was identification with the pain of other fellow 
believers and citizens – especially with those who lost their dear ones 
in Mariupol, Kharkiv, Bucha, Hostomel, Irpin, Chirnihiv, Sumy, and Izum. 
Those who save lives by driving dangerous Ukrainian roads. Those who 
miss their dear ones, thrown into foreign lands. In that moment, I knew 
that God was and is amidst the suffering of our people. He is sharing 
the pain and sorrow of all who have been impacted by this cruel and 
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inhumane war. I took the bread, and I knew that I am part of the Body 
of Christ scattered all over my poor country: “If one member suffers, all 
suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together 
with it. Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it” 
(1 Corinthians 12:26-27). I felt very sorry for those who still think about 
the Russian invasion in terms of the Russian geopolitical narrative, its 
mass-media propaganda. Their attitude increases my pain. I pray that 
they regain spiritual sight, courage to stand with the victims of war, and 
an ability to make moral judgements. I have been very grateful to all 
those who have stepped in to share the pain of my people. It is thanks to 
their generosity and sensitivity to the needs of others that we could, in 
turn, help those in most desperate need.

When the war started, most of OTS’s faculty and their families evacu-
ated. For example, the dean’s wife and three daughters went to their 
hometown in western Ukraine, while he and his elderly, fragile father 
stayed in Odesa. When things in Odesa got even more threatening, his 
family went further, to Poland; he and his father evacuated in an over-
crowded train to a relatively safe place in western Ukraine. These family 
members are hundreds of miles apart now. When they will reunite is 
hard to predict. 

Some OTS employees decided to stay in Odesa and are involved in 
different volunteer activities. Those who evacuated, myself included, 
are working now as a decentralised office, connecting Moldova, Poland, 
Odesa, Lviv, and the Trans-Carpathian region. Teaching is postponed till 
the end of March, but we are working on a model that will fit our stu-
dents and their needs. Instead of running educational programmes, we 
are working as a hub, connecting those who have needs with those who 
have means to help them as well as helping people directly. Our primary 
focus are students, graduates, their churches, and the ministries with 
which they are involved. This ministry encompasses not only Christians 
but all who suffer from this war. 

From our students, we hear tough stories about their experiences. A 
young family from Sumy region reported that because of heavy shelling, 
they had to sit in the basement for several days. A young Christian cou-
ple and their little daughter from their town were killed when they were 
trying to evacuate by car.

Against this background, we observe tremendous unity. Churches, edu-
cators, and Christians of different traditions join the efforts to help those 
who have needs and to support the Ukrainian army that is protecting us. 
Wherever it is possible, local churches hold prayer meetings daily. Many 
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Christians volunteer to drive people from war zones to safer places or 
to distribute food and water among those who have need. They also dig 
trenches and guard their neighborhoods as members of territorial de-
fense units. Churches open their basements for those who do not have 
places to hide or shelter people for a night or two on their way to the 
west of the country or abroad. The local church where my family and I are 
staying is hosting over 60 people from different corners of our country. 
Their stories tear the heart apart.

Unfortunately, the longer-term situation for theological education 
is quite unsure now. We cannot predict how it will develop if the war 
continues for another year or so. We are sure, though, that theological 
education will only survive if Ukraine wins and remain whole. The war 
will certainly change theological education; we do not yet know how, but 
it will be different. But we recognize that seminaries and colleges are 
not the buildings themselves but the faculty and students. So we need 
to help maintain the faculty and staff of Ukrainian theological schools. 
We need to find resources to help them to survive evacuation, cope with 
stress (and in some cases trauma), and return to more or less normal 
educational activities. I urge our brothers and sisters to support our ed-
ucational community these days and through this community to support 
our churches and the Ukrainian people.

Many people are asking, “How can we help you?” Please keep praying 
for Ukraine – for the survival of its people and for courage for churches 
as they continue serving our wounded and terrorized people. Please ad-
vocate for Ukraine on different levels. Do not allow Realpolitik to be more 
important than the lives of innocent people. Do not think that your voice 
is weak and that because of that you can hide in your private life. Unite 
your voice with others, and it will turn into the storm that will disperse 
the aggressors and evildoers who think they have the right to take civil-
ians’ lives because of their geopolitical interests. Please help this war to 
stop, the wholeness of our country to be restored, and stable peace to 
be re-established. Walk with us.

Author Bio: Oleksandr Geychenko is Rector of Odesa Theological Semi-
nary in Odesa, Ukraine.
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