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Introduction  
Christopher Hays                         

During the first decades of the 21st century, two (apparently indepen-
dent) schools of thought on seminary formation gained steam. The 
first school centered on holistic formation, on training the student as 
a whole person, as opposed to replicating traditional program designs 
that tacitly treated students like brains on sticks. As Christian theol-
ogy and missions became more attentive to the integral nature of the 
gospel, of the imperative to care for emotions and bodies as well as 
souls, so the educational guild advocated all the more for curricula 
that systematically pursued affective and practical outcomes alongside 
cognitive ones. 

The second school of thought related to online education, which 
seemed to offer unlimited scalability and reach. Financial exigencies 
made seminaries increasingly aware of the limits of their geographic 
influence and of the shifts in the educational appetites of prospective 
ministers. Online education, however, promised access to a global stu-
dent body with a fraction of the overhead costs. 

Like locomotives on seemingly independent tracks, each school of 
thought made modest initial progress. But with a bit of time, their 
respective merits fueled their acceleration. Each gained momentum and 
a sense of inevitable ascendency. Without seeing how the tracks ahead 
curved, few people realized that they were on a collision course. 

Then the COVID-19 pandemic seized the globe. The commitment to pro-
vide students with holistic formation crashed into the imperative to offer 
non-residential education, as seminaries emptied and faculty scrambled 
to salvage their syllabi. In March of 2020, I was one of thousands of 
professors who had only ever lectured in person and yet suddenly had 
to learn to teach online. Happily, as the semesters of pandemic teaching 
wore on, some clarity emerged out of the initial chaos. I was surprised at 
the viability of achieving substantial learning outcomes while having re-
course only to Zoom, Moodle, and PDFs. Nonetheless, at the end of the 
first year of the pandemic, I realized that my students’ formative expe-
rience was far more one-dimensional than ever. The watershed moment 
came for me when I grasped that over the course of my year of online 
teaching, none of my students had shed a tear. My way of teaching them 
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was not reaching their hearts as effectively as their minds. Operating in 
this modality, at least for me, entailed trade-offs: I could be professor to 
students in more places, but I was not offering those remote students 
the same formative experience. I wondered to what extent this gap was 
inevitable.

Even though quarantines have been lifted and social distancing has 
relaxed, residential education has not recovered its previous market 
share, either in universities or in seminaries. We cannot dodge the ques-
tion of how digitally mediated education can contribute to the integral 
formation of future ministers. So, to confront that question, Scholar 
Leaders convened several educators from leading Majority World institu-
tions of theological education and put the matter to them. This issue of 
the InSights Journal shares reports from six of these scholars, disclosing 
how their institutions foster formation in the various modalities of their 
programs and synthesizing the insights that emerged from that group’s 
work. 

This issue also includes an essay on “Theological Education in War-
time” by Ukrainian theologian Roman Soloviy. The topical pairing might 
appear incongruous. After all, Dr. Soloviy was not part of the consulta-
tion convened to address questions of how theological educators foster 
holistic formation in technologically enabled modalities. Nonetheless, 
his reflections on theologizing in the midst of war intersect substan-
tially with the consultation’s insights on teaching during the pandemic. 
Consequently, the inclusion of that article in this volume is surprisingly 
felicitous. 

I’d like to highlight a few of the lessons that cut across many of the arti-
cles in this issue, despite their varied provenances from Ghana, Brazil, 
Lebanon, Colombia, the Philippines, India, and indeed Ukraine. 

Perhaps the most obvious of these lessons is that fact that diversity of 
modalities has allowed institutions to cope with pluriform challenges. 
However much popular parlance might reduce educational modalities to 
a binary between residential and non-residential education, the reality 
is far more variegated. Between the extremes of dorm-dwelling seminar-
ians and international students who never interact live with a professor, 
there exist many options. Hybrid courses, for example, allow online 
students to visit campus for week-long residential intensives. Seminar-
ians can also pick from synchronous and asynchronous classes. Alter-
natively, a single course can be taught live by a professor with students 
in the classroom and on a screen, as well as being viewed days later 
by students on the other side of the planet. Many accreditation bodies 
have updated policies to allow for levels of hybridity that previously 
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were not contemplated, and these options permit schools to cater to a 
wider range of students in a single program or class. Such unprecedent-
ed flexibility allowed programs to stay on the rails during the pandemic. 

What’s more, the things the pandemic taught us about educational 
modalities equipped Ukrainian seminaries to persevere in theological 
education, though the war yet rages. The mixture of in-person and on-
line, synchronous and asynchronous, long-term and short-term courses 
have permitted our seminary partners in Ukraine to continue to cultivate 
a desperately needed new crop of pastors and chaplains, even after 
their campuses have been shelled or occupied by the enemy military. 
Little of that would have been possible through exclusively traditional 
educational modalities.

The past three years have bequeathed us a second lesson: they have 
given us clarity about the fact that not all modalities offer the same ben-
efits. Some things are lost, and others are gained when education takes 
place in different ways. We are beginning to transcend the entrenched 
squabbles in which the advocates of online teaching trumpet its reach 
while glossing over its formative vulnerabilities, or conversely, in which 
partisans of traditional education refuse to adapt to non-residential 
modalities in order to meet the needs of the Church. 

Our consultation repeatedly underscored the value of a candid assess-
ment of what diverse modalities can and cannot offer, so that program 
designers can make honest decisions about what a given course or de-
gree might realistically aim to achieve. The essays in this issue include 
frank admissions about what is lost when students don’t receive the 
gift of presence in their degree. Caleb Hutcherson’s article, for exam-
ple, underscores with particular poignancy the difficulty of recreating 
the experience of “brokenness” in the online courses of Arab Baptist 
Theology Seminary. He reflects on the ways that dwelling in community 
discloses our vulnerability and thereby fosters a more honest Christian 
pilgrimage. Indeed, our own consultation bore that reality out. In early 
drafts of reports and initial verbal presentations, the participants were 
less forthcoming about the shortcomings of their institutional practices. 
Nevertheless, the few days spent face-to-face in our consultation bred 
trust, and that resulted in the level of candor on display in the articles of 
this volume. 

A third recurring lesson of these essays is that missional consciousness 
guided these institutions’ pursuit of student formation amidst the chal-
lenges of the past few years. Even though our consultation didn’t inquire 
explicitly about missional matters, time and again we heard presenters 
speak of transformation and the holistic mission of the Church. The 
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difficulties of online training and the strain of COVID-19 did not cause 
these educators to lose sight of what theological education is all about: 
serving the Kingdom of God. Likewise, even in the context of open war, 
the seminaries in Ukraine were not diverted from their Christian mis-
sional task. They have rallied heroically to provide rescue and shelter 
to the victims of the Russian invasion, notwithstanding ongoing missile 
attacks. Furthermore, they are digging into the deep theological ques-
tions forced upon them by the war: questions of evil, justice, peace, 
citizenship, and hope amidst despair. 

It seems important to point out how this last thread runs through the 
articles in this edition of InSights, even if it seems topically tangen-
tial to this issue’s focus on holistic formation and diverse educational 
modalities. After all, they say that crisis reveals character. It’s no small 
thing, then, to underscore the Christian character of each of these 
global scholars, their missional fidelity that has been disclosed through 
plague and war. These theological leaders have showed their mettle, 
mettle formed in their home churches and indeed, in their years as sem-
inarians. So, despite the perils of traversing a new world of theological 
education embedded in the old world of destruction, we have cause for 
hope, because Spirit-seeking theological leaders across the globe are 
helping us find our way.  

Author Bio: Christopher joined ScholarLeaders as 
President in 2022 after serving as a missionary and pro-
fessor of New Testament at the Biblical Seminary of Co-
lombia in Medellín. A Biblical scholar committed to the 
transformation of theological knowledge into missional 
practice, he has worked in projects ranging from author-
ing scholarly volumes to establishing church-based min-
istries to victims of forced migration. He holds degrees 
from Wheaton and Oxford. His most recent book in En-
glish is Renouncing Everything. He and his wife Michelle 
have three children and live in North Carolina.
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Holistic Formation in MW 
Theological Schools  
Marcos Orison de Almeida                       

Formation is the main activity of any seminary or theological school. Tra-
ditionally, seminaries have been spaces designated by churches for the 
training – formation – of their leaders, mainly pastors and missionaries. 
More recently, this audience has expanded to include others involved in 
the Church’s many ministries. 

Although formation is the foundational task of theological education, a 
look cast across the spectrum of global theological education reveals lit-
tle cohesion regarding the scope and practices of formation. Formation 
is defined in numerous fashions and is practiced in various ways across 
diverse contexts. In other words, the guild lacks a common language or 
framework for what formation is. 

This gap has become even more pressing owing to recent global devel-
opments that have challenged theological educators to rethink their 
pedagogies (or more precisely, “andragogies”) and content. To name 
a few such developments: (a) The COVID-19 pandemic forced schools 
to adopt online education for what had previously been residential 
programs, leading to sudden changes in delivery modes (before the 
pandemic, only about half of leading schools had meaningful online 
presences). This sudden pivot to non-residential education raised ques-
tions about approach and effectiveness. (b) Consequently, educators are 
searching for improvements in how they deliver formation. They are set-
ting aside hypothetical debates about whether students can or should 
be formed online (and simultaneously shelving the traditional sup-
position that in-person formation is the gold standard for education). 
Those debates have given way to more practical “how to?” questions. (c) 
Moreover, educators are recognizing that important generational shifts 
in learning have yet to be addressed. Gen Z and Gen Alpha are challeng-
ing traditional pedagogies that rely on extended content exposition. 
These generations tend to process smaller amounts of content, from 
many sources, with more agility and interaction. They seek stimulation 
from varied audiovisual resources. These tendencies certainly come 
with downsides, but the most pressing question is not whether young-
er generations are better off than older ones but how to form younger 
generations most effectively.
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In addition to the pandemic’s fallout, scholars in the field of psy-
chopedagogy have come to argue that education should aim at a 
holistic formation that involves all aspects of human life: cognitive, 
social, spiritual, etc. By this token, formation should include attention 
to the range of skills necessary for students to pursue their vocations in 
contemporary society.

Given these dynamics, ScholarLeaders undertook an exploratory re-
search project on holistic formation in theological education in the Ma-
jority World. In 2022, SL convened a group of leaders with concentrated 
experience in formation – technologically adept scholars whose thought 
and practice relating to formation are both profound and original. The 
participants and their institutions represented different global contexts:

     •	 Ghana, Akrofi-Christaller Institute (ACI)				  
     •	 India, Asia Theological Association (ATA)
     •	 Lebanon, Arab Baptist Theological Seminary (ABTS)		
     •	 Nigeria, Nigerian Baptist Theological Seminary (NBTS)		
     •	 Philippines, Asian Theological Seminary (ATS)			 
     •	 Sri Lanka, Colombo Theological Seminary (CTS)			 
     •	 United States, Fuller Theological Seminary

The main objective of this research was to explore the following ques-
tion: What framework (concepts, language, tools) might we use to 
define, pursue, and assess holistic formation (among faculty, students, 
and alumni) within theological education, especially considering the 
recent use of technology and the changes brought to schools by the 
COVID-19 pandemic?

We broke this question into four components, and we invited each 
participant to prepare a response that would in turn stimulate group 
engagement:

1.	 How does your school define formation? Does that definition 
have a holistic nature? Are there any important contextual com-
ponents involved in it?

2.	 What practices are considered part of the formation process? 
How involved is the faculty in the process? Are there any other 
participants involved in the process?

3.	 Does your school have any kind of assessment or evaluation of 
the process?

4.	 How was the process impacted by the pandemic or the use of 
technology?
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Here is the result of this productive interaction addressing the four main 
themes.

Definition of Formation

The definition of formation elicited wide-ranging perspectives. Most of 
the seminaries represented (almost all of which are heirs of the West-
ern missionary movement) share what might be called a traditional 
understanding of formation: a focused acquisition of knowledge about 
biblical-theological subjects, with a strong emphasis on the responsibil-
ity for “spiritual formation.” This perspective is still present in the US as 
well (Porter et al., 2018: 2). 

Porter et al further clarify what is commonly understood as spiritual 
formation, differentiating it from character and moral formation:

[There is…] conceptual distinction between spiritual, characterolog-
ical, and moral formation. For our purposes, “spiritual” formation 
has to do with features of an individual or group’s relatedness with 
God and/or what is held as sacred (e.g., God-image, the presence of 
God, love of God, word of God, filling of the Spirit, Scripture, etc.). 
“Characterological” formation refers to the development of habit-
uated, virtuous dispositions (e.g., kindness, generosity, compas-
sion, love, etc.). And “moral” formation is meant to emphasize the 
outward behavioral manifestations of virtue in a person or group’s 
life (e.g., forgiveness, service, enemy love, etc.). Each of these three 
interrelated terms qualifies “formation,” which is meant to pick up 
on the notion of positive change/growth. (Porter et al., 2018: 4-5)

We observed that these distinctions ended up being blurred in practice. 
Although spiritual formation can be understood as more restricted to the 
person’s relationship with God, schools also expected that relationship 
to accrue beneficial developments of Christian character and moral be-
havior. ATS, CTS, and NBTS clearly express this concern in their internal 
documents referring to spiritual formation as related to a “character of 
Christ-likeness,” “experiencing God and be[ing] transformed in their 
attitudes and actions,” “enabling and forming a Christian believer to 
grow, develop and mature in the heart.” Thus, although the concern 
with spiritual formation is unquestionably and explicitly present, the 
general understanding is that schools are responsible for a broader or 
more holistic formation. 

Ways of expressing the components of formation differ from school to 
school, but as the participants in our study interacted, a robust align-
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ment emerged regarding the primary dimensions of formation. These 
dimensions included:

a.	 Academic knowledge (including but not limited to biblical and 
theological understanding)

b.	 Ministerial skills and competencies
c.	 Social aptitude and commitment
d.	 Personal spirituality, the individual relationship with God
e.	 Emotional growth and character development

Although one could justifiably combine or reorganize these dimensions 
(for example, combining dimensions D and E, or separating E into two 
distinct categories), participants agreed that the elimination of any of 
the stated dimensions would result in a deficit in the formation process. 

The emerging consensus about the components of holistic formation in 
turn raised the question of how schools pursue such formation. In most 
cases, the aforementioned construal of formation applies in programs 
classically designed for training pastors, missionaries, and leaders. It 
does not apply to all programs offered by the participating theological 
schools. For instance, two of the schools that only offer postgraduate 
programs focus their formation on their students’ specific vocations. At 
ATS, students are expected to live the gospel in the context of the work-
place; they are not restricted to pastoral or church staff ministry, but 
they are encouraged to take on or create an identity that is part of the 
structure of society. In a similar way, Fuller understands that students 
do not come to seminary as a blank slate; rather, they have already been 
formed through and are currently embedded in the enactment of various 
practices in their communal contexts. Vocational formation, then, must 
help students reflect on their own history of formation and engage in 
new learning for the purpose of creating new actions and experiences 
that align a student with the telos of their God-given vocation.

Whether formation is framed by a specific program or vocation, schools 
pursue it with content, activities, and resources mediated mainly by 
the faculty. This led us to inquire about the practices that constitute the 
formation process and those who contribute to it.

Practices and actors involved

Rather than confine our discussion of formation to the theoretical, we 
explored how it can be carried out, who is involved, and how we can 
assess its effectiveness.
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Although any activity carried out by a school contributes de facto to a 
student’s formation, we sought to identify the practices that are in-
tentionally designed to achieve the formative goals defined above. In 
addition to classroom activities that foster the acquisition of knowledge 
and skills, schools developed activities to contribute to the other dimen-
sions of formation. 

Most schools offer activities specifically aimed at students’ “spiritual 
development,” such as worship events, chapel services, small groups, 
devotionals, prayer times, retreats, etc. Mentoring or discipleship is 
also common, usually as faculty build relationships with the students 
who are assigned to them, who they accompany for the duration of their 
studies. For example, CTS (a seminary whose programs function at a 
distance) composed a student guidebook that leads students to read a 
particular book each year, answer questionnaires, and interview pro-
fessors during scheduled face-to-face meetings. NBTS detailed a similar 
practice in their own handbook.

A second driver of student formation is life in the seminary community. 
Seminaries intend their communities to function as healthy environ-
ments in which students can cultivate Christian character, enjoying the 
benefits of peer support, institutional assistance with specific needs, 
and teachers’ influence as role models. Schools with residential pro-
grams tend to excel in these practices (ACI and FUSBC are good exam-
ples). ATS and SATS consider these activities to be part of their “infor-
mal curriculum,” without that nomenclature bespeaking a diminished 
perception of its value in the eyes of faculty and students. 

Our survey of school practices produced a final component that con-
tributed to student formation: ministerial activities in local churches 
and the community outside the seminary. These activities tend to take 
the forms of internships or practicums. Students apply what they have 
learned in their course work to express Christian character in both con-
fessional and non-Christian environments.

SATS has developed a slightly different understanding of how students 
are formed and who are the actors involved. SATS recognizes that the 
formation of a person (in all her dimensions) begins in childhood, and 
that family, communities, schools, churches, etc. contribute to that pro-
cess. SATS also recognizes and embraces the fact that, while students 
are enrolled in theological programs, all these other actors continue to 
influence their holistic formation. This attitude does not deny that theo-
logical schools play a fundamental role in formation but foregrounds the 
contributions that can be made by the knowledge, skills, and communi-
ty experiences of those who are not on the seminary faculty.
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Assessment

The cognitive dimension of formation is normally measured by academic 
activities such as tests, monographs, dissertations, etc., and grades are 
the determining factor in confirming the effectiveness of the process. 
Acquisition or development of ministerial competencies are verified by 
reports that evaluate internships and student service in ecclesial and 
social contexts.

The dimensions of formation that include spirituality, emotions, and 
character tend to be verified mostly by self-evaluation. Students record 
these self-evaluations in periodic reports or interviews with mentors. 
Mentors may also be responsible for conducting their own parallel 
evaluations. In some schools, faculty make a collective assessment of 
students based on mentors’ evaluations and peer perceptions of what 
happens during classes and other activities. When behavior problems 
or character flaws arise, faculty are responsible to refer students for 
follow-ups with deans, chaplains, or other professionals. Many schools 
conduct interviews at the beginning and end of each program to contrib-
ute to their assessment of students’ overall formation. Although some 
schools have forms that students complete in this process, it is not 
always clear how the results of these evaluations provoke changes in 
curricular activities and complementary practices.

Fuller’s experience of responding to disheartening alumni evaluations 
provides a useful example. Although this anecdote derives from a North 
American context that might differ significantly from MW countries, it 
bears repeating as an example of how an institution might alter its pro-
grams to pursue formation more effectively. Fuller’s participant in our 
dialogue shared the following information:

Earlier this past decade, in an effort to understand the experience of 
its graduates in light of declining enrollments and a supercomplex 
world, Fuller surveyed 294 recent alumni who graduated from all MA 
level programs in the School of Theology, Intercultural studies, and 
Psychology. Among other findings, graduates reported that their 
education had little to no impact on their engagement with spiritual 
practices or understanding of their vocational call. Fuller students 
also described their seminary experience in terms of disciplinary 
fragmentation; they were trained well in systematics, church his-
tory, pastoral ministry, and biblical studies but were not given the 
tools to integrate these disciplines into their everyday practice of 
Christian faith and ministry.
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In response to these trends and reports, Fuller’s faculty restructured 
the curriculum in the Master’s programs in the Schools of Theology 
and Intercultural Studies. At the center of the curriculum restructure 
was the development of four new Integrative Studies (IS) courses, 
which are now required for all master’s level degree students. Each 
of the Integrative Studies courses encourages integration of the 
classic theological disciplines into a faithful life of practice.

Although Fuller illustrates the potential impact of alumni evaluations, 
most schools do not have a structured alumni evaluation to verify the 
effect of formation in the short, medium, and long term after gradua-
tion. NBTS is an exception. They have an institutional self-evaluation 
plan that takes place every five years, in which they send an open-ended 
questionnaire with seven questions to alumni. Those questions cover 
the impact of formation in alumni lives and ministries, so that NBTS can 
evaluate the efficacy of their formation.

Impact of technology

While the COVID-19 pandemic affected all seminaries, it had an espe-
cially great impact on schools that needed to adapt their face-to-face 
programs quickly for an online modality. They had difficulty in translat-
ing the formation processes into activities that could be technologically 
mediated. 

The effect of the pandemic on classes was the easiest to overcome, 
thanks to the goodwill of teachers and students who understood the 
world’s new reality. Many schools opted to deliver live classes via video 
conferencing software and facilitated the exchange of documents (texts, 
exercises, reports, etc.) via a learning platform or email. 

The biggest challenges emerged in relation to mentoring activities. In 
addition to faculty seeming colder and more distant, students and staff 
alike struggled to schedule meetings in times other than those blocked 
out for classes. Participants in the consultation also perceived discour-
agement on the part of students and mentors, who felt frustrated to 
have to discuss personal issues on a video call, a medium which they 
perceived to be impersonal. At ABTS, this effect was even deeper, as stu-
dents struggled with the realities of Muslim-majority contexts and cul-
tures that portray showing any sign of “weakness” as negative. Schools 
in which on-campus community life is intended to reinforce formation 
perceived the impact of isolation during the pandemic most negatively.
On the other hand, participants shared a unanimous perception that the 
increased use of technological resources and new methodologies has 
expanded the range of programs offered by their institutions. They also 



19

Vol. 8   No. 1
InSights Journal

noted that the application of technology can contribute to a better fi-
nancial balance for schools, with cost savings that exceed those of fully 
face-to-face programs. Many schools began to consider the possibility 
of offering courses that were hybridized or even completely online. How-
ever, the challenge they currently face is to develop new mechanisms 
(curriculum, methodology, activities, etc.) for carrying out what they 
consider to be their responsibilities in the formation process.

Synthesis and Conclusions

Following the discussions of the four components of the guiding ques-
tion, the consultation participants synthesized observations and guid-
ance for MW schools seeking to improve their formation processes. 

To begin with, the participants observed that their consensus on the 
dimensions involved in the formation process bespeaks a shared convic-
tion that formation should be approached holistically. The group agreed 
that schools’ future sustainability (both in the missional and financial 
senses) will depend upon getting holistic formation right. They also 
affirmed that leaders’ holistic formation is of vital importance for the 
future of the Church.

The contexts of different schools shape their engagement with the di-
mensions of formation. Some contexts may prioritize intellectual knowl-
edge, while others may prioritize community development and societal 
transformation. Likewise, context will shape what successful formation 
in each dimension entails. For instance, in non-MW institutions, a well-
formed student is especially expected to demonstrate self-sufficiency 
and an ongoing intellectual focus; secure ministry resources (e.g. staff, 
infrastructure, equipment, etc.); maintain boundaries in relationships 
with faculty; and appropriately wield authority in leadership. In MW 
institutions, other indicators of formational success may include the 
ability to build community; becoming a reflective practitioner; devel-
oping intimate relationships with faculty; having a capacity to work 
with limited resources; expressing submission to those in authority. 
Each school should generate a list of implicit and explicit indicators of 
successful formation that they consider to be especially salient to the 
context in and for which they are training their students.
Schools will also need to attend to the distinction between their own ob-
jectives for their graduates and those graduates’ goals for themselves. 
Institutions should bear in mind that each student enters the seminary 
with a personal expectation of what he/she intends to achieve in his/
her formation (what we might call a student’s personal objectives). An 
ideal formative outcome would be one in which the institutional and per-
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sonal objectives coincide. This will require listening to students’ needs 
and trying to meet them with available resources. It would be wise for 
this approach to be shaped in accordance with student vocations, which 
often go far beyond the classic profile of the pastorate. 

Graduation is only the beginning of the process of applying the forma-
tion received at school, a process that will unfold in the years following 
graduation, in the diverse ministerial contexts assumed by each stu-
dent. It will be in the real world that the student will prove the efficacy 
of his/her formation. This underscores the importance of the institution 
developing a structure of assessment capable of observing the results 
of its objectives. By maintaining relations with alumni after they have 
graduated, the school will be able to evaluate its formation process and 
make corrections to it. The school will be able to offer alumni continuing 
education—other programs and courses to make up for deficiencies in 
their previous formation or to offer them new tools and knowledge to 
support their work on the ground. 

Any number of possibilities for future study might be enumerated, but 
the consultation participants highlighted two in particular. The first of 
these was the ongoing equipping of faculty members to contribute more 
effectively to the formation process. For this reason, institutions should 
consider taking steps to develop greater awareness among faculty of the 
multiple dimensions of formation to which they are expected to contrib-
ute and “to form teachers to form students.” Another great challenge 
that is ripe for investigation is how systematically to achieve and assess 
formation in a technologically supported educational modality.
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Holistic Formation at Asian 
Theological Seminary  
Kevin Yau                        

Introduction
Asian Theological Seminary (ATS) defines formation as a process to 
train Christian workers for specific vocations. These workers will not just 
serve the church in the narrow sense; they will “serve in some capacity 
in the ministry of the Church, whether in the local church, community or 
workplace.” Our vision is to produce “outstanding servant leaders” who 
will carry out the mission to  “effect biblical transformation in the Church 
and societies in Asia and beyond.” Transformation is the inbreaking of 
the Kingdom of God which happens not just in individual hearts but also 
in the reality in which we dwell. 

The vocational goal of ATS, we believe, bridges academia and the clus-
ters of industries or communities in which our graduates live so that 
they may take part in God’s transformative work to address society’s 
needs. As Melba Maggay writes, “The saving power of God needs to be 
made visible,” especially in the Majority World, or else “it is only empty 
words” (Maggay, 1994, 21). In other words, formation develops students 
to be outstanding servant leaders (vision) and to effect biblical transfor-
mation (mission) in their chosen contexts, which includes their voca-
tion. In essence, ATS seeks formation for transformation.

To explore the topic of formation for transformation at ATS, I reviewed 
important documents, interviewed faculty, graduates, and current 
students, and reflected on key questions. I undertook this research as a 
graduate of and current teaching faculty at Asian Theological Seminary 
and with the blessing of ATS’s leadership. In this article, I will discuss 
in more detail how ATS defines formation, how ATS evaluates formation 
and what we have learned, and how the pandemic impacted formation 
in online courses. 

Aspects of a Holistic, Vocation-Oriented Formation
Categories and Outcomes

ATS understands the process of formation to be holistic and contextual. 
To be holistic, transformation should touch various domains of human 
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life, especially individuals’ callings, the vocations into which God has 
sent them. Formation happens in context, and vocation is one import-
ant, natural, common context around which societies organize. As a 
result, ATS has chosen to organize its theological education around 
vocations because we believe that it is important to pay attention to the 
concrete contexts (vocations) where formation takes place.

ATS has defined four categories of formation that are especially perti-
nent for theological education: 1) spiritual formation; 2) Biblical and 
theological foundations; 3) ministry and skills orientation; and 4) 
discernment and engagement in social and global transformation. These 
categories serve as multiple lenses through which ATS considers for-
mation; the outcomes in each category serve as concrete descriptions 
that shape expectations, guide reflections, and facilitate discussions. 
Furthermore, these categories are interrelated. We seek to integrate 
cognitive learning or “the head,” emotive learning or “the heart,” and 
practical action or “the hands” (Sipos et al, 2008, 74). 

So, within these categories, ATS seeks the following outcomes. First, 
spiritual formation includes Christ-likeness; wholeness in thought, af-
fection, and action; love for God and people expressed through grateful 
service; following Christ in all areas of life; the practice of spiritual disci-
plines; dependence on God; engaging in Christian community-building; 
and exercising accountability toward God and others. Second, Biblical 
and theological foundations involve understanding and applying the 
Word of God correctly; inculturating faith in every aspect of life; making 
the Gospel live in the culture; articulating a theology that is Biblical, 
historical, and practical; and depending on the Holy Spirit in the study 
of the Bible. Third, ministry and skills orientation can mean recognizing 
and developing spiritual gifts in self and others; demonstrating compe-
tences in the appropriate ministry skills; empowering others in ministry 
contexts; engaging in critical reflection; practicing servant leadership; 
and proclaiming the Gospel effectively. Finally, discernment and en-
gagement in social and global transformation can look like discerning 
and analyzing emerging social, economic, political, and environmental 
conditions; engaging with social, economic, political, and environmen-
tal issues to effect Biblical transformation; and participating effectively 
with groups of diverse beliefs and practices. 

Specific expressions of these outcomes in individual students’ lives 
are born of a deep understanding of the Word (head), dependence on 
the Holy Spirit (heart), and actions that articulate theology (hands). 
General examples of these outcomes might include grateful service, 
community-building, and the exercise of accountability that all flow from 
a cognitive understanding of what Christ is like (head), inner qualities 
of commitment and love (heart), and practices in private, professional, 
and community capacities (hands). Or, to take another example in the 
category of skills orientation, one key outcome could be addressing per-
sonal and professional growth issues in a way that demonstrates critical 
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reflection (head), a posture of servant leadership (heart), and the actual 
employment of competencies (hands). 

Obviously, the church is an important part of these four categories and 
their outcomes. ATS defines “church” as church gathered or church 
scattered. A “gathered church” refers to Christians coming together 
to worship, pray, study the Bible, and fellowship with one another. A 
“scattered church” refers to Christians entering their respective habitats 
to witness to people who may or may not know Christ. In essence, the 
church is represented by followers of Christ who embody the kingdom 
of God as a gathered congregation as well as scattered lives. The role 
of the seminary, we believe, is to not just to equip those who work in 
the gathered mode but also those who work in the scattered mode. The 
ministry of the church is to serve in a variety of vocations existing in the 
context of society.  

The ministry of the church includes not only the religious sector, but 
also business, government, the non-profit sector, and the rest of 
the workplace. For the good news to be credible, the church needs 
to witness in vocations or clusters around which society has already 
organized. While we cannot address all vocations, we cover sectors 
that we believe are important and in which we have something to offer. 
They include: a) pastors, elders and church workers; b) theologians ; 
c) missionaries; d) educators for both Christian and secular schools; e) 
researchers & academic leaders; f) mental health practitioners; g) NGO 
leaders & community development workers; and h) Christians in busi-
ness & non-profit organizations. (In this list, A, B, and C tend to repre-
sent the gathered church; D, E, F, G, and H, the scattered church.)

Questions for Future Reflection: The Graduate Profile & Hidden Values

Given this emphasis on vocation in formation, how does ATS define its 
graduate profile? As it turns out, such a definition is not a one-off pro-
cess. Outcomes look different in different contexts, so the ATS commu-
nity needs to define outcomes at the level of each department’s context 
because each department focuses on a different vocation. This granular, 
specific work has yet to be done.

Furthermore, I have noticed that, more broadly, ATS’s graduate profile is 
rooted in some inherited values that may or may not be well-articulated. 
From my own research, I believe that, for ATS, one of these core values 
is social justice. As a Majority World institution, ATS is situated in a 
society characterized by extreme wealth gaps, chronic natural disasters, 
and systemic oppression. The Filipino church cannot be unmoved by the 
socio-political realities that cause such systemic injustices to large seg-
ments of society. Yet ATS does not directly list social justice in the seven 
values – Word of God, Community, Spiritual Formation, Excellence, 
Contextualization, Cooperation, and Stewardship – that we usually em-
phasize to students. Therefore, if social justice is a primary concern for 
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us and for our graduates, ATS needs to consider more carefully how to 
articulate this value in the formation process. We have acted upon this 
value, so students have learned it implicitly – but we have not defined 
and intentionally assessed students’ behaviour over time, especially 
post-graduation. 

As I reviewed old documents for this project, I noticed that other values 
implied in ATS’s mission statement are not explicitly articulated. Might 
ATS’s faculty, students, and alumni engage in more reflection on the 
components of our institution’s DNA that are inherited and/or unarticu-
lated? Might we also consider which components of this DNA to priori-
tize? 

Practices for & Participants in Formation
ATS pursues student formation through its formal and informal curricula 
as taught and lived by the institution’s community. 

In the formal curriculum, we have 1) programs that cater to specific, pri-
oritized vocations; 2) courses that require specific outcomes in spiritual 
formation, biblical/theological foundations, ministry skills, and social/
global transformation; 3) a curriculum design that integrates soul care/
spiritual formation, hermeneutics, core subjects in the corresponding 
department, and a transformation theology and internship at all levels; 
and 4) a thesis / internship that invites students to research and act to 
address systematic oppression. 

ATS offers degree (GradDip, MA, MDiv, PhD) and non-degree programs 
in: 
     •	 Biblical studies (for researchers & academic leaders); 
     •	 Christian education (for educators in both Christian & secular 	
	 schools);
     •	 Counselling (for mental health practitioners); 
     •	 Intercultural and Urban Studies (for missionaries); 
     •	 Pastoral Studies (for pastors, elders, church workers); 
     •	 Theology (for theologians); 
     •	 Transformational Urban Leadership (for NGO leaders and com-	
	 munity development workers); 
     •	 and an MBA in Biblical Stewardship and Christian Management 	
	 / Master of Ministries / Certificate course (for Christians in busi-	
	 ness and non-profit organizations). 

Within these programs, most students are studying part-time. These 
part-time students (60% of the student body) have less exposure to the 
informal curriculum than full-time students. Therefore, formation out-
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comes for each group may need to be differentiated so that expectations 
and resources are appropriately apportioned. 

ATS defines its outcomes in detail in each program. To take one exam-
ple, in Transformation Theology, outcomes include: 

i)	 Spiritual formation: develop a world-transforming rather than a 
world-denying form of spirituality; 

ii)	 Biblical/Theological foundation: examine and evaluate various 
theological models regarding the church’s role in society; 

iii)	 Ministry skills: examine and evaluate appropriate programs and 
strategies operating at the levels of individual initiative, local 
church, parachurch Organizations, and the wider church; 

iv)	 and Transformation: identify contemporary challenges and op-
portunities facing the church in its evangelistic and communi-
ty-building task.  

The informal curriculum includes:
i)	 Relationships built through onsite community activities such as 

“extension of class” conversations between students and facul-
ty over coffee breaks in the canteen; discussions in the faculty 
lounge that students frequent; and student events; 

ii)	 Modelling in and outside class as faculty live with consistency 
between their speech and their actions; openness to perspec-
tives; humility in listening; advocacy for the marginalized; con-
tinuous learning; and spiritual direction;

iii)	 Mentoring as individuals counsel one another through personal 
struggles; 

iv)	 Opportunities to engage the community in the annual theolog-
ical forum; bimonthly KapeTheo (theological discussions over 
coffee); and overseas church visitations that open students’ 
eyes to how others deal with sexuality, suffering, lies, injustice, 
and faith in a non-Christian world; 

v)	 and Responses to critical incidents, such as special prayers 
with Myanmar students during the military crackdown; creating 
and maintaining a community kitchen during COVID-19 lock-
downs; and dispatching debriefing teams to counsel typhoon 
survivors in other regions after national emergencies. 

As the list above demonstrates, faculty are deeply involved in the design 
and implementation of both the formal and the informal curriculum. 
Yet the execution of the informal has been, for ATS’s community, rather 
unintentional. We have never thought of running programs that “do” 
formation. The activities listed above are simply “who we are” as ATS: 
We respond not because we intend to demonstrate anything; we just act 
out of our knowledge of and love for God and others. 
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For example, mentoring is not systematic. Students come to talk to 
faculty; we welcome this, and we continue to guide them over time. 
Faculty are not formally expected to create these relationships; instead, 
they are an organic part of our communal life at ATS. Faculty embody 
the values that we hold as core to our faith. Catching onto these values, 
students work with faculty to create additional opportunities to learn. 
Although some readers may wonder whether this atmosphere is unique-
ly Filipino, the answer to that question is both “yes” and “no.” Filipino 
culture is both hierarchical and relational. So, in a public university 
(unlike ATS), many professors are “untouchable”; they do not relate so 
personally to their students. But in smaller institutions like ours, people 
tend to know each other very well. The most distinctive feature of ATS, 
as students have pointed out, is that professors are reachable and 
spend time to listen.

Other participants in formation include motivated full-time students 
who interact with each other; local speakers and participants in forums 
who act as conversation partners; and overseas churches and communi-
ties who share their experiences with us. In particular, ATS often invites 
speakers who can talk about a particular need or trend in our context. 
They may or may not be from a church, but they are those involved in 
society who can guide us to continue to engage the world in our various 
capacities. 

Overall, modelling through community is a key aspect of formation at 
ATS. It connects the formal and informal curricula. Yet even modelling 
is contextual. For instance, if a particular class group lacks students 
who are willing to engage diverse views, or if a faculty member who 
was deeply engaged in social advocacy leaves ATS, then those gaps will 
result in a gap of modelling. We must be realistic about how values like 
these are lived out as our community shifts over time.

Evaluation of Formation at ATS
How does ATS know to what extent formation is happening? What pro-
cesses for evaluation or assessment do we use? How might ATS grow 
in its evaluation processes so that it can more clearly gauge student 
formation and make changes in response? 

Because ATS is an institution with no residential facilities, the core of 
our formation process is executed through the formal curriculum. Within 
classes, individual outcomes can be clarified, examined, and coordi-
nated in order to align with our goal of formation for transformation 
through vocations. We hope that students will internalize how they have 
grown as they are measured against expected, explicit outcomes in their 
classes. 
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ATS employs a few kinds of assessment to evaluate the formal forma-
tion process. First, formal assessments provided in each course seek to 
measure students’ acquisition of knowledge and skills. Faculty invite 
students to demonstrate their growth by writing papers, discussing 
or role-playing scenarios, taking quizzes, and providing reflections in 
integrative final papers. Second, in addition to writing, some classes 
(specifically community counseling and  internship) require students to 
run projects in local communities. Assessment for these projects comes 
from verbal or written reports by students or their site supervisors. 
These reports account for how students have engaged their community 
of focus. Third, experiential classes such as “Soul Care” provide ongo-
ing peer assessment among students of the ability to listen. Feedback 
from each participant on their counterparts is a key aspect of the infor-
mal assessment that happens in this class. 

For instance, within a “Soul Care” class, students might role-play in 
pairs. One student might be a “pilgrim,” the one seeking spiritual direc-
tion. The other student might be the “guide,” or the spiritual director. 
At the end of the role-playing exercise, an observer might ask the two 
students, “What is it like to be a pilgrim?” The pilgrim would share what 
the process was like. Then the observer would turn to the guide and 
ask, “What was it like to be a guide?” The formator, as a supervisor, 
would also offer their feedback. This way, students get to hear what 
others think about how they behaved during the role-playing exercise. 
This feedback would help them self-evaluate how they acted during the 
session. 

Generic evaluations after each course also offer an opportunity to 
become more meaningful self-assessments – though they have not yet 
reached this full potential. Conventional course evaluations ask general 
questions that do not invite students to evaluate their own growth. ATS 
has tried to offer more targeted assessments by asking students to jus-
tify how far they have achieved each of the class’s objectives. Students 
do these self-assessments anonymously, and the results are collated 
and discussed during a final group debriefing. Students have shared 
that such debriefings help them consolidate personal growth that they 
had not previously noticed or articulated. 

I can offer an example from my own experience as ATS faculty. As I con-
cluded my class, “Study of Human Problems,” I asked students:
     •	 To what extent have you achieved objective 1 (spiritual forma	
	 tion)? Have you grown in integration of thought, feeling, and 	
	 action in facing your own personal issues? Rank this in levels 1 	
	 to 5.
     •	 What made you choose this level? Please share examples to 	
	 explain your choice. 

During the class debriefing, I highlighted interesting results, such as 
extreme highs, lows, and averages. I also shared narrative answers. I 
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did all of this anonymously; I myself did not know the authors. At each 
point, I highlighted my own understanding of the assigned goals and 
shared possible reasons why people would understand them as they 
did. I asked the students for feedback on the group and on my perfor-
mance. In the end, this debriefing motivated students because they 
came to see the design – the purpose – of doing all the assignments 
(forum discussions, papers, etc.). They became excited about what they 
had done and about what remained to be done. Normally, I did this 
debriefing in the last class so that students could use this reflection as 
they wrote their final paper. (Final papers were due two weeks after the 
last class period.) 

Apart from these specific assessments, we have opportunities to eval-
uate students’ lives over longer periods. Such opportunities include 
the exit interview that asks how students benefited from their ATS 
education; and awards given during graduation that honour outstand-
ing students for their academic performance, research strengths, and 
community participation. 

Questions for Future Reflection: Formation Assessment, Data Collection, 
and Informal Formation

Most of the measures adopted to evaluate formation are conventional 
and not targeted to measure growth against ATS’s specific graduate pro-
file. Understandably, it is easier to assess head knowledge, and it takes 
more creativity to account for holistic, personal formation. 

Because a big part of formation is growth in character, ATS should devel-
op self-assessments that nudge students to do the reflection they need 
to measure themselves against course and departmental goals that 
represent outcomes in the graduate profile. This type of assessment 
should be done periodically; after completing an assessment, students 
should be debriefed by faculty or alumni. For example, such debriefing 
could be conducted after every one or two semesters. Students in each 
department could be arranged in small groups and asked to share 2-3 
learnings that were transformational for them, how these learnings are 
impacting their sense of vocation, and what they would do to grow this 
vocation in their own contexts.  Right now, ATS does not have insti-
tutional, formal assessments of formation – though, as my examples 
above demonstrate, individual faculty do seek to assess individual 
formation at the class level. ATS as an institution could learn from its 
faculty in this area.  

In addition, ATS’s means of evaluation collect a great deal of data. Data 
are collected from classes, from advisors, from debriefing groups, and 
from exit interviews. What if we were to store this data systematically 
and analyze it to inform institutional decision-making? ATS could adapt 
procedures used by other institutions who have built data collection 
and analysis traditions. Data collectors would need to reflect on what 
they observe and to compare notes to ensure that they are collecting 
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data consistently. Though it might require some new infrastructure, this 
practice offers opportunities for ATS to learn from itself over time.  

Finally, the informal curriculum has never been named, even though 
many graduates would first recall those activities in this hidden curric-
ulum when they think of their own formation in the institution. Perhaps 
the ATS community should consider how we might name the informal 
curriculum and shape it more intentionally. A danger with this approach, 
though, could be that ATS might then “fake” spiritual activities for 
the sake of enhancing performance. We must remember that living an 
authentic life, witnessed through daily interactions, is key for genuine 
formation. This tension remains for ATS’s prayerful consideration.

Formation in Online Education
The pandemic has affected the process of formation in various ways. 
During lockdowns, in-person teaching was interrupted. Course con-
tent and methods had to be adjusted to new learning modes that were 
mediated by technology. Students struggled to deal with the challeng-
es posed by studying from home: unstable internet connections, the 
“oddity” of showing up on the screen, and the temptations of multitask-
ing. Because students felt heavier burdens from expectations that they 
should work, care for family, and study all at the same time, they lost 
attention or interest quickly. 

The pandemic interrupted community life at all levels. Instantaneous in-
teractions with faculty and one another were hampered by slow connec-
tions. As students were cut off from the natural interactions they used to 
have in class, they could not take in the same amount of content, follow 
up on complex issues, or engage in here-and-now exchanges with one 
another as effectively as they used to. Spiritual modelling by teachers 
had to happen only via Zoom. Students had opportunities to interact 
online during class, but they admitted that it is very important in Filipino 
culture to have onsite interactions. A few students suddenly decided to 
discontinue, and it was believed that such cases would have been pre-
vented should they have people to talk to during interactions onsite. 

Distance learning created extra burdens for teachers as well. They had 
to offer extra time to care for students using personal chat platforms. 
Some faculty expressed that they had to chase students – who had ex-
perienced much difficulty due to the pandemic and isolation – to submit 
course work. Some also extended mental health support to students in 
turmoil. 

These challenges were so extreme that one faculty member from the 
Counseling Department insisted on holding onsite classes because of 
the importance of intention, focus, and here-and-now interactions. The 
fear was that the online model could only pass on some basic skills but 
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not the full experience due to the embodied nature of presence. This is 
not to say that it is impossible to create quality interactions that facili-
tate formation online. However, some spiritual disciplines may demand 
more embodied presence than the online space can afford.  

Despite these challenges, many faculty members who did not endorse 
online teaching began to get used to using the new platform. Supported 
by the online learning department, many are exploring how to redesign 
syllabi so that formation can happen online. In my experience, there are 
different adjustments to make. First, in synchronous meetings, lectures 
need to be condensed or even pre-recorded and pre-watched to allow 
ample time for small group discussions. In these real-time interac-
tions, faculty model critical thinking, compassion, and humility as they 
facilitate discussion of multiple perspectives, highlight strengths of 
students, and articulate tensions. Second, in asynchronous meetings, 
meaningful tasks need to be given so that students are challenged to 
integrate knowledge from readings with what they face in their contexts. 
For example, after reading about “just” sex, my students were asked to 
create a sex education curriculum for their youth groups, church mem-
bers, or colleagues. Following their submissions, I would give additional 
feedback to appreciate their creativity and to suggest areas of improve-
ment or additional resources. Third, online forums are set up so that 
students can discuss important topics after official hours at their own 
convenience. Questions posed on these forums are deliberately open, 
to encourage students to talk about their experiences, bring in their 
own expertise, and engage diverse viewpoints. Faculty need to model 
discussion ethics and highlight important insights as they moderate 
such discussions. 

These adjustments require faculty to rethink their syllabi so that teach-
ing is competency-based rather than content-based. One may also need 
to brush up some listening and facilitation skills, to set proper expecta-
tions and boundaries for synchronous and asynchronous discussions. 
Furthermore, this teaching model demands a lot of time and effort as 
faculty customises feedback to students. This leaves us questions on 
how to find resources to meet such needs. 

I believe that formation is achievable through online education. In 
general, online education should be treated as one modality within the 
whole educational package of teaching, community life, and in-context 
learning. Online education offers tremendous potential because it cuts 
travel time (which normally takes hours in metro Manila), allows stu-
dents from other provinces or countries to join the learning community, 
and manages information in a central platform for easy and continuous 
access. While it offers many advantages, learners like me in the Phil-
ippines do not prefer doing everything online. We prefer to have some 
face-to-face meetings just to feel the “presence” of other. Moreover, 
important spiritual disciplines, such as heart listening, cannot do away 
with embodied presence. 
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The question for ATS, now, is to differentiate to what extent the online 
modality is suitable for each subject/department and to revise our 
teaching methods so that we can realize the full potentials offered by it. 
If we are to be realistic, we also have to differentiate types of learners – 
the full-time, the part-time, and the remote/fully online. I believe each 
type of learner will have different commitment to our curriculum, and 
there should be attempts to discuss narrowing the formation focus for 
those who have less time to be involved in the community. 

Conclusion 
Defining formation often requires a focal point that can bridge the vision 
and the mission. At ATS, vocation is the focal point, and we describe 
outcomes of formation in four interrelated categories to reflect the 
holistic nature of formation. These outcomes should be conceptualized 
based on very specific contexts – specifically, on students’ individual 
professions. 

Our definition of formation is the basis of our curriculum design, which 
involves both formal and informal learning activities. These activities, 
over time, may or may not serve the original goal, so we need to assess 
students’ growth periodically to learn from them how they have grown, 
as well as what is helpful and what is not. The most helpful assessments 
tend to be qualitative and self-administered. Areas of growth will be 
internalized when they are vocalized and highlighted in intentional, 
meaningful interactions. 

I have attempted to sketch ATS’s institutional culture of formation here, 
but technology in the wake of the COVID pandemic may change how we 
do formation. The extreme disruption created by the pandemic should 
motivate us to review our graduate profile, our student body compo-
sition (the percentages of full-time, part-time, and remote learners, 
for instance), and our corresponding pedagogies. We need to reflect 
together on our formation outcomes and on what is both necessary and 
achievable.   
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Holistic Formation in Context:
Considerations from a Middle Eastern
Evangelical Seminary  
Caleb Hutcherson                       

Abstract

Recent literature on formation in theological education points to the 
need to consider Majority World approaches to holistic formation. This 
article reports on how formation is defined, pursued, and assessed at 
the Arab Baptist Theological Seminary in Beirut, Lebanon. ABTS has 
had experience in online modalities since 2012, but in response to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, the institution permanently shifted the remaining 
residential program (BTh) online. As this curriculum has been adapted to 
the post-Covid reality, challenges to holistic formation have become ap-
parent. In light of this situation, this report offers insight on challenges 
to holistic formation in settings where relationality rather than individu-
alism characterizes the overall cultural orientation.  

Introduction

Many people consider holistic formation to be an essential part of the 
mission of theological education in seminaries. Yet recent literature on 
formation in theological education has identified challenges regarding 
how formation is defined, pursued, and assessed, particularly across 
diverse traditions (Porter, et al 2019; Porter, et al. 2021), and especially 
in online modalities (Naidoo 2019; van der Knijff 2021). In this article, I 
provide a brief report of formation at the Arab Baptist Theological Sem-
inary (ABTS) in Beirut, Lebanon. I developed this report as part of a col-
laboration undertaken by ScholarLeaders to consider holistic formation 
in Majority World contexts. This collaboration especially emphasized the 
post-Covid realities of doing theological education online.

I first provide background on ABTS. I then explain how formation was 
defined, pursued, and assessed in ABTS’s residential BTh program. Sub-
sequently, I highlight key difficulties that have emerged in the institu-
tion’s ongoing effort to engage in holistic formation in the BTh now that 
it is online. I conclude by offering some brief reflections about pathways 
forward.
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Background to the Arab Baptist Theological Seminary

Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) missionaries and Lebanese Baptists 
founded ABTS in Beirut in the 1950s. After meeting in SBC missionary 
Finlay Graham’s home for several years, the campus opened in 1961 on a 
parcel of land 8 km outside Beirut in the foothills of Mt. Lebanon. 

Early on, Lebanese Baptists were skeptical about ABTS. Many were 
concerned about an educational and experiential gap growing between 
Baptist pastors and their congregations if the pastors attended semi-
nary (Trexler 2016, 91). Additionally, Lebanese Baptist leadership feared 
that the seminary would introduce “liberal ideas” (such as higher bibli-
cal criticism) to Lebanese pastors. Theological differences between most 
SBC missionaries and Lebanese Baptists fueled this fear, as Lebanese 
Baptists had been influenced by Landmark convictions before the SBC’s 
arrival in Lebanon. Yet, from the beginning, ABTS’s target audience had 
been wider than the Lebanese Baptist community; indeed, it served Ara-
bic-speaking evangelicals across the entire Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region (Trexler 2016, 91). Since then, as ABTS has developed, 
tensions between a local and a regional focus and between institutional 
stakeholders’ various theologies have shaped the school’s identity. In 
what follows, I highlight historical examples of these tensions to pro-
vide a background for the definition of holistic formation. 

Early in ABTS’s history, it explored its regional reach in several distance 
education projects. The first was a correspondence course about the life 
of Jesus created by Virginia Cobb, an SBC missionary. Ghassan Khalaf, 
an ABTS graduate, taught the course at a distance (he later became 
president of the seminary). When the course launched in 1966, 1,500 
people enrolled across the MENA region, and by the following year that 
number had increased to 3,200. Khalaf corresponded with all the par-
ticipants, writing personal letters to circumvent government censors in 
many of the 25 countries in which participants lived (Trexler 2016, 120). 
In addition to this course, ABTS was the base for a Mass Media Center 
that in 1968 began broadcasting 15-minute-long programs that attempt-
ed to link truths about topics of public interest to spiritual lessons in 
a winsome way for people of other religions (Trexler 2016, 121). Both 
programs represent creative uses of the technologies available at the 
time to offer theological education at a distance. 

From the 1970s onward, two distinctive characteristics of theologi-
cal formation at ABTS began to emerge. The first was the inclusion of 
learning about Islam as a core component of the curriculum. Gaining 
a deep knowledge of Islam and Arabic was facilitated by hiring faculty 
with specializations in Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies, such as 
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Samuel Shahid (1970-1975). Another distinctive was the prioritization of 
peacebuilding. This emphasis developed from missionary initiatives in 
the 1970s, such as Jess and Jeannine Willimon’s Reconciliation through 
the Arts (RECONART) project. Peacemaking and learning about Islam were 
combined in the launch of ABTS’s Institute for Middle East Studies (IMES) 
in 2001 under Martin Accad. IMES sought to foster relationships between 
Muslims and evangelical Christians to “break down the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ 
mentality that enables each group to stereotype the ‘other’” (Trexler 2016, 
193). These two distinctives have continued to animate education at ABTS 
despite significant program changes in 2008 and 2020. 

Since 2019, Lebanon has faced a series of crises: a financial system col-
lapse and currency devaluation, the Covid-19 pandemic, and the Beirut 
port explosion. Considering the ongoing and likely increasing disruptions 
in Lebanon and in view of what the ABTS leadership team (Haddad 2020) 
perceived as fundamental shifts in theological education, ABTS decided 
to transform the full-time residential BTh into a part-time, online hybrid 
program, in which students would primarily study online in their home con-
texts but travel to campus for several two-week residencies (Zailaa 2020). 
While core courses maintained a practical theological bent, other curricular 
elements needed to be reorganized – especially the “formational” ele-
ments, including theological reflection, mentoring, spiritual disciplines, 
and chapel. 

As of February 2023, ABTS has a total of 245 students enrolled in the fol-
lowing programs:

Degree equivalency Delivery modality Language Number of 
students 
enrolled

Certificate in 
Ministry

Online Arabic 174

Bachelor of 
Theology

Hybrid: online with 
two 1-week residen-
cies

Arabic 47

Master of Religion in 
Middle Eastern and 
North African Studies

Hybrid: online 
with four 2-week 
residencies

English 17

Master of Theology 
(Research)

Online Bi-lingual 
Arabic/
English

4
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This background highlights key tensions that ABTS has faced since its 
inception, as well as some of the distinctive characteristics of theolog-
ical formation at ABTS before the Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent 
changes made to the basic BTh program. In the next section, I describe 
in further detail how formation has been defined and assessed at ABTS. 

Defining and Assessing Formation at ABTS

During a complete redesign of the BTh/MDiv in 2008, ABTS adopted a 
holistic approach to theological education under the guidance of Perry 
Shaw (2014). With this approach, ABTS intends the educational expe-
rience to integrate affective, behavioral, and cognitive domains (Shaw 
2006), rather than prioritize cognitive learning. This framework was 
developed in response to the critique that modern Protestant theolog-
ical education leads to fragmentation. In this framework, ABTS defines 
holistic formation as follows: 

•	 Cognitive: Formation is the ability to interpret life and ministry 	
	 through the lenses of Scripture, theology, history, and commu-	
	 nity (including the social sciences and Islam). 
•	 Affective: Formation involves the ability to be an example to 	
	 others of a maturing faith in relationship with God and in a com-	
	 mitment to reconciled relationships and restored communities.	
•	 Behavioral: Formation leads to the ability to equip faithful wom	
	 en and men in the Church for effective service (Shaw 2014, 31). 

Within this three-fold definition, ABTS identified specific contextual con-
siderations that include, first, awareness of Orthodox theology and the 
history of the Eastern churches and, second, familiarity with the history, 
doctrine, and practices of Islam in the MENA region, including consider-
ation of Islam’s positive and negative influences on MENA societies.

Moving beyond curriculum documents and the institutional definition, 
several of my colleagues at ABTS offered further context-specific detail 
about formation. One colleague explained the dynamics of residential 
life at ABTS: 

In the 3-year residential program, students experienced family-like 
community. I believe the major phase experienced that is difficult 
to recreate in an online program is “brokenness,” which is crucial 
for transformation and encountering the Divine. Culturally speak-
ing, sharing weaknesses (particularly via descriptions of “wrong” 
emotions) is taboo. Sharing weaknesses exposes someone to 
ridicule and patronizing attitudes and behavior. As such, learning 
how to admit brokenness, explore it, and analyze it is hard work. It 
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is accelerated by living in a cross-cultural community and experienc-
ing “disability” in ways not previously experienced due to living far 
away from the support of one’s own family and community. Learning 
to live and grow in a new community full of differences exposes bro-
kenness and weakness, then. And the hard work of engaging one’s 
own weakness is supported and affirmed when living in community 
with others and seeing it modelled. (Bassem Melki, former Dean of 
Students, discussion in faculty meeting, 12 May 2020)

Melki’s account points to two crucial components of formation in the 
residential BTh program: the experiences of brokenness and cross-cul-
tural community. Living in cross-cultural community at ABTS worked to 
accelerate the experience of brokenness, as well as providing a context 
for growing into a new community. 

Another colleague’s account provides contextual pointers to under-
standing formation among Arab Christians:

For Arab Christians, formation is better understood using the lan-
guage of maturity. Students do not seek theological education for 
“formation” (tashkeel ليكشت), but rather to grow towards maturity 
(nuDūj جوضن) which literally means “ripeness or doneness.” The 
primary marker of maturity is wisdom (hikma ةمكح). Wisdom itself is 
understood as the ability to say appropriate words at the appropri-
ate time or to behave in the appropriate way at a time. Crucial to this 
understanding of wisdom is the acquisition of “wisdom sayings,” 
also known as proverbs, which are popularly or religiously encoded 
pithy sayings that capture the “appropriate words” or meaning that 
should be conveyed. Knowing and using proverbs appropriately 
is a key marker of maturity in many of the contexts that make up 
the Arab World. Notably, this wisdom tradition is present in the 
religious contexts of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. (Riad Kassis, 
Board member, presentation at faculty retreat, 28 October 2022) 

Kassis’s description highlights the wisdom tradition of Arab Christians. 
Ability to utilize this tradition is a key marker of formation or maturity. 
Both Melki’s and Kassis’s accounts identify the indispensable role of 
community in defining and assessing formation. 

It is important to notice, here, that the trajectory of formation in view 
is not of individualists learning to grow in community. Rather, it is of 
relationally enmeshed individuals growing in maturity in and for com-
munity. That is, ABTS draws students from cultural orientations that 
can be characterized as primarily connectivist. This cultural orientation 
contrasts with more individualist orientations in how it prioritizes rela-
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tional selfhood rather than boundaried selfhood. That is, connectivity 
describes patterns of relationality characteristic of many cultures where 
individuation, self-reflection, and autonomy are not valued (Joseph 
1993, 457). Such connectivity can be expressed as “persons reading 
each other’s minds, answering for each other, and anticipating needs or 
reactions” (Joseph 2005, 79). Individual preferences conform to others’ 
preferences, so that one sees himself/herself as an extension of others 
and others as an extension of oneself. Maturity in relational cultural 
orientations is demonstrated in part by being able to enact relational 
enmeshment to direct others as though they are oneself or to receive di-
rection, depending on one’s position in the relational hierarchy (Hutch-
erson 2022, 123). Thus, connectivity prioritizes the enmeshed self and 
largely treats autonomous selves as immature and antisocial. 

This being the case, connectivity provides a lens for understanding the 
trajectory of formation for people from relationally oriented cultures. 
Brokenness and the cross-cultural experience of residential life facilitate 
an intense disruption of their place in community (brokenness) and a 
subsequent reconstruction of their personal agency and ability to direct 
others or to receive direction in this new community, predicated on the 
study of the ultimate “wisdom tradition” for Christians: Scripture, theol-
ogy, history.  

Understanding formation in this Arab evangelical setting provides cru-
cial insight into the contextual practices of formation discussed in the 
next section, as well as why the shift to distance education caused by 
the Covid-19 pandemic was so disruptive. 

Pre-Pandemic Practices of Formation at ABTS

Due to ABTS’s three-fold, holistic understanding of formation, formation 
has not been  understood as taking place solely in a program’s “spiri-
tual” components. Rather, formation translated into learning outcomes 
that touched the affective and behavioral domains in addition to the 
cognitive. Learning activities both in the classroom and outside it aimed 
for holistic growth, and students were assessed on this growth. As a 
result, it was not unusual to see students working on unusual assign-
ments, from engaging in a full day of silence to forming eco-care pro-
grams to creating art to fulfill course requirements.

Of course, more traditional formation practices were part of seminary 
life too. Students participated in spiritual life retreats; attended daily 
chapel meetings that included singing, prayer, and a short devotional 
delivered by students, faculty, or staff; and met one-on-one or in groups 
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for mentoring. Students could also join service projects, many of which, 
post-2011, involved ministry to and with Syrian refugees. 

Because ABTS follows the European Area for Higher Education’s cred-
it-counting procedure, all mandatory learning within the curriculum is 
“formalized.” In relation to formation, formalized practices for which 
students could receive credit included (as stated above) mentoring, 
independent learning, ministry practicums, small groups, and chapel. In 
other words, all these avenues for practical learning had an educational 
descriptor that stated outcomes, expectations for hours required, and 
assessment procedures. On this basis, students earned credit for a vari-
ety of practical learning activities that fostered their formation.  

Additionally, one primary method for guiding students’ formation was 
ongoing theological reflection exercises on life and ministry. This com-
ponent made up between 10-17% of students’ learning hours in the BTh 
program. Such journaling guided students in an ongoing action-reflec-
tion cycle in whatever ministry setting they chose. During these exercis-
es, analytical questions asked students to identify a specific important 
incident and to analyze their own emotions in relation to that incident. 
In my own research (Hutcherson 2022, 101ff) on students’ experiences 
of this process, the strangeness of writing down or discussing emotions 
led to a sense of “foreignness” in practicing theological reflection. Yet 
as they learned this practice, students demonstrated increasing au-
tonomy within community, ultimately using the practice of reflection to 
build community. This process, therefore, was important for students’ 
formation, as it nudged them to integrate their seminary learning with 
the lived details of ministry. 

In addition to journaling, ABTS used the following procedures to assess 
students’ growth:  
     •	 Upon arrival at ABTS, as a part of the introductory induction 	
	 module, new students were asked to do a self-evaluation based 	
	 on the ABTS Graduate Profile.
	 At the beginning of the second and third years, as a part of the 	
	 September diagnostic, students were asked to complete 		
	 self-evaluations again based on the ABTS Graduate Profile.
     •	 Each student would give an oral report to a faculty member or 	
	 administrative leader on how they saw their pilgrimage over the 	
	 previous year.
     •	 At the middle and end of each academic year, the entire faculty 	
	 discussed and assessed together each individual students’ 	
	 progress (a long process that proved impossible to scale for a 	
	 larger student body).Mentoring involved both mentor assess	
	 ment and student self-assessment of growth.
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     •	 Reflection involved both supervisor assessment and student 	
	 self-assessment of growth. 
     •	 ABTS’s Dean of Students used all this material for ongoing one-	
	 on-one assessment. 
     •	 At the conclusion of the student’s time at ABTS, a final faculty	
	 assessment and student self-assessment took place. These 	
	 formed the basis of a final interview between an individual 	
	 faculty supervisor and student.

Formation in the residential BTh program had been thoroughly shaped 
by a connectivist cultural orientation that prioritized relational selfhood. 
The program facilitated guided learning opportunities for students to 
experiment with self-reflection, individuation, and growing autonomy 
within a safe community that fostered an increasing personal agen-
cy within students’ relational networks. Although the values behind 
the practices outlined in this section remain the same, the practices 
themselves have changed extensively since the Covid-19 pandemic. In 
the next section, I describe how distance education and the increased 
reliance on technology impacted formation in this BTh program. 

The Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic on Formation at ABTS

In 2020, shortly after pandemic lockdowns were announced, ABTS’s 
leadership decided to shift the residential BTh program online perma-
nently. Even as they did so, ABTS’s leadership and faculty reaffirmed 
the curriculum’s basic structure and underlying definition of formation. 
The Dean of Students (Melki 2020) explored expanding the domains of 
formation from three to six or eight (six – spiritual, physical, mental, 
missional, relational, emotional; or eight – hands on, core academics, 
critical thinking, conflict resolution, character formation, healthy social 
skills, manners). This more detailed framework provided a way to dream 
about what formation could mean in the online classroom. 

In practice, however, the previous methods for fostering holistic for-
mation have been difficult to reproduce online. Internet infrastructure 
weaknesses in the region frustrate smooth synchronous meetings on-
line. Written language customs can contribute to stilted asynchronous 
interactions. Overall, the new online learning environment struggles to 
replicate the spontaneous, face-to-face community learning that hap-
pened on campus and that several participants in my research named 
as important for helping them to practice theological reflection in life 
and ministry (Hutcherson 2022, 128ff). As a result of these challenges, 
leadership and faculty began to perceive that fostering formation online 
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could not be done by merely recreating online versions of in-person, 
residential activities.

Consequently, ABTS’s leadership prioritized situated learning in lo-
cal contexts, increased faculty involvement in practical learning, and 
segmented instruction about the practice of theological reflection into 
a new “life and ministry program.” This program within the BTh was in-
tended to gather all the residential curriculum’s practical learning com-
ponents, so that theological reflection on ministry would be integrated 
with other formation elements, overseen, and assessed in three-month 
periods. 

Yet at the time of writing this article, four versions of this new practical 
learning program – the primary channel for student formation – have 
been attempted. Each one has broken down for different reasons. Each 
new iteration has shifted towards less complexity and increased separa-
tion of individual components (chapel, practicum/field ministry, mento-
ring, independent learning). In this way, formation within the online BTh 
has reverted to the structure used in the previous residential modality. 
However, the previous ways of assessing students’ formation have sig-
nificantly altered due to the new online modality:

     •	 As a part of the new 1 week induction residency, new students 	
	 are asked to complete a self-evaluation based on the ABTS 	
	 graduate profile.
     •	 Mentoring, theological reflective practice, chapel and small 	
	 group spiritual formation have undergone several redesigns, 	
	 none of which have been carried out successfully for a full cycle. 	
	 This problem indicates the ongoing complications of online/	
	 distance education that the program has yet to resolve.
     •	 The entire faculty no longer discuss and assess together indi-	
	 vidual students’ formation. 
	 Initially, the role of Dean of Students was reconceptualized 	
	 as the work of individual faculty members who directly inter-	
	 face with students in their courses. Subsequently, the Dean of  
     •	 Students became the Dean of Faculty. After two years, ABTS 	
	 leadership felt the need to reinstitute a position of chaplain for 	
	 students, who will mentor students in monthly meetings.  
	 Some assessments through one-on-one interviews have been 	
	 envisioned during two one-week residencies that all BTh 
	 students are required to complete during the 5 year part-time 	
	 program. 

Overall, these changes indicate some of the difficulties with moving 
residential learning online. These difficulties are amplified in the “prac-
tical learning” components within the online BTh, where it seems that 
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distance-based learning design is not working as well in practice as was 
imagined in planning. For example, while some students and faculty 
were able to connect fruitfully for individual or group mentoring on 
Zoom, most found the online mentoring meetings stilted and hindered 
by insufficient internet speed. In more recent iterations, a local mentor 
and discipleship group have been envisioned for students, with written 
reflection on ministerial practice providing topics for discussion and 
an artifact for ABTS to assess and to use for assigning credit. Likewise, 
another proposal has been for students to become guides to others in 
their local communities even before they graduate from ABTS, being 
formed as they mentor others, not just as they receive mentoring. 

However, this kind of locally situated mentoring program has not been 
activated yet. Additionally, situated practical learning for holistic forma-
tion meets new dilemmas when students are located in situations where 
no viable local mentor or community is available to them. Many students 
in ABTS’s BTh program come from majority-religious backgrounds and 
may not have a local community of Jesus-followers in which to par-
ticipate in these “practical learning” activities. So implementing the 
situated learning that online education requires may not be as straight-
forward in practice as it appears in planning.

The other programs offered at ABTS, each of which was “born digital,” 
have continued as planned. Each of these online or hybrid programs 
were designed with holistic formation in mind, yet in the case of these 
programs, formation has been integrated more closely within individ-
ual courses or within overall program design. For example, in the MRel 
program, spiritual formation components are included in core course 
learning activities (focused forum questions, faculty-led discussions, 
etc.). Likewise, in the CertMin program, spiritual formation and practical 
learning outcomes are included in individual course learning activities. 
To my knowledge as a non-administrative faculty member, this sort of 
integration of formation has not been included yet in the BTh. That is, 
“formation” continues to be treated as separate courses within the over-
all program. And the design for these courses in the new online program 
modality is still being worked out. 

In summary, the move to online education in the BTh program exposes 
some noteworthy dilemmas for fostering holistic formation among more 
relational cultural orientations. It also stirs up old tensions that ABTS 
has faced from its founding, like the tension between the local and re-
gional, and how to come to terms with the Islamic contexts that situate 
student learning and formation. 



44

Insights Journal   Vol. 8  No. 1

Conclusion

Reviewing the procedures for enacting and assessing formation re-
veals how many of the practices that facilitated student formation were 
dependent on ongoing community interaction – on life done togeth-
er in the campus’s confined environment. The BTh’s shift online has 
meant that ABTS’s faculty and staff are disabled in their ability to intuit 
(through real-time observation and interaction) students’ progress in 
formation. This is not to say that there is no faculty-student interac-
tion online. Much of a person’s character can be demonstrated in their 
writing and in their engagement in online forums, written exercises, 
and posts. But we must also acknowledge that faculty and students are 
expressing limits about their ability to know and be formed through 
written interactions. 

Because of Covid-19 and the subsequent shift to online learning, ABTS 
has seen many new possibilities. Students can “do theology” outside 
the classroom walls; they can be embedded in their local ministry 
contexts scattered throughout the MENA region while they are pursuing 
education. Yet, perhaps ironically, the technological shift “forward” 
evokes ABTS’s history of theological education at a distance. Perhaps 
investigation of those experiences of formation in the 1960s might 
give ABTS insight for shaping formation now, as the institution moves 
forward primarily online. Further exploration of how a student’s local 
community can contribute to that student’s formation could be usefully 
studied in order to determine how the institution and faculty can foster 
formation in context. Taken together, this report exposes the impor-
tance of community for holistic formation in relational cultures, as it also 
raises questions about which community is best situated to foster that 
formation.

References

Haddad, Elie. “2020 – from Calamity to Evolution, from Lament to 
Celebration: A New Ministry Season for ABTS.” Arab Baptist Theological 
Seminary (ABTS) News (blog), June 15, 2020. https://abtslebanon.org/
portfolio-item/new-strategic-direction/.

Hutcherson, Caleb. “‘Even When I’m Washing the Underwear?’: Towards 
Understanding the Particularities of a Transformative Arab Evangelical 
Practice of Theological Reflection in an Arab-Muslim Milieu.” PhD thesis, 
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 2022. https://research.vu.nl/en/publica-



45

Vol. 8   No. 1
InSights Journal

tions/even-when-im-washing-the-underwear-towards-understanding-
the-part.

Joseph, Suad. “Connectivity and Patriarchy among Urban Working-Class 
Arab Families in Lebanon.” Ethos 21, no. 4 (1993): 452–84.

———. “Learning Desire: Relational Pedagogies and the Desiring Female 
Subject in Lebanon.” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 1, no. 1 
(January 2005): 79.

Knijff, Cornelis van der. “Re-Engaging Spiritual Formation in Online 
Theological Education.” Transformation: An International Journal of 
Holistic Mission Studies 38, no. 4 (October 2021): 316–29. https://doi.
org/10.1177/02653788211038843.

Melki, Bassem. “Developing the New Non-Formal Components: The 
Curriculum Story Continues.” Arab Baptist Theological Seminary (ABTS) 
News (blog), August 12, 2020. https://abtslebanon.org/portfolio-item/
developing-the-new-non-formal-components-the-curriculum-story-con-
tinues/.

Naidoo, Marilyn. “The Nature and Application of Formational Learning in 
the Distance Medium.” HTS Teologiese Studies / Theological Studies 75, 
no. 1 (February 28, 2019). https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v75i1.5228.

Porter, Steven L., Steven J. Sandage, David C. Wang, and Peter C. Hill. 
“Measuring the Spiritual, Character, and Moral Formation of Seminar-
ians: In Search of a Meta-Theory of Spiritual Change.” Journal of Spir-
itual Formation and Soul Care 12, no. 1 (May 2019): 5–24. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1939790918797481.

Porter, Steven L., David C. Wang, Alexis Abernethy, Shawn Strout, 
William Dillard, Amos Yong, and Willem van Vlastuin. “Ecumenical and 
Traditioned Measurement: Measuring Christian Maturation Across 
Distinct Traditions of Christian Spirituality.” Journal of Spiritual For-
mation and Soul Care 14, no. 2 (November 2021): 137–61. https://doi.
org/10.1177/19397909211041032.

Shaw, Perry. “The Hidden Curriculum of Seminary Education.” Journal of 
Asian Mission 8, no. 1–2 (2006): 23–51.

———. Transforming Theological Education: A Practical Handbook for 
Integrative Learning. Carlisle: Langham, 2014.

Trexler, Melanie E. Evangelizing Lebanon: Baptists, Missions, and the 
Question of Cultures. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2016.



46

Insights Journal   Vol. 8  No. 1

Author Bio: Dr. Caleb Hutcherson moved from the United 
States to Beirut, Lebanon in 2008. He and his wife part-
ner with a Lebanese Baptist church in various social and 
humanitarian projects. As a theologian Caleb engages 
with issues relating to faith and everyday life, and his 
primary research interests lie at the intersection between 
theology, cultural practice, and social and humanitarian 
issues (public life). He is an assistant professor of histor-
ical and theological studies at the Arab Baptist Theolog-
ical Seminary.

Zailaa, Walid. “Wading Through the Challenges Toward a New Oper-
ational Framework.” Arab Baptist Theological Seminary (ABTS) News 
(blog), July 14, 2020. https://abtslebanon.org/portfolio-item/wad-
ing-through-the-challenges-toward-a-new-operational-framework/.



47

Vol. 8   No. 1
InSights Journal

InSights Journal   Vol. 8  No. 1

Holistic Formation in Africa During
the COVID-19 Pandemic: Experiences from 
the Akrofi-Christaller Institute of Theology, 
Mission and Culture  
Rudolf K. Gaisie                      

Abstract

The Akrofi-Christaller Institute of Theology, Mission and Culture (ACI) 
(Ghana) is committed to “training Christian workers and leaders for 
effective mission in the African Context.”, ACI trains both clergy and 
lay people from different denominations and diverse educational and 
professional backgrounds. The Institute endeavours to build a communi-
ty of prayer and study in the pursuit of rigorous scholarship of Christian 
African experience. The Bible is read, mostly in African heart languag-
es, and understood against a background of cross-cultural encounters 
in Christian history, African pre-Christian (primal) traditions, and the 
realities of contemporary African life. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, 
teaching and community life happened face-to-face. This practice had to 
go online during 2020. Because that situation is so recent, assessment 
of the pandemic’s long-term impact on theological education at ACI is 
still preliminary. Yet we can say that the Covid-19 pandemic brought 
awareness of the benefits and challenges of using technology to build a 
community of learning. For many institutions, including ACI, challenges 
have involved rethinking the structure, content, and delivery of curricula 
to maintain core foundational values and to achieve the goal of forma-
tion. 

Introduction

The Akrofi Christaller Institute of Theology, Mission and Culture (ACI) has 
a unique approach to theological formation that explicitly applies exam-
ples from early, Graeco-Roman Christianity to the contemporary African 
context by integrating worship with daily communal life, promoting 
lifelong learning, and offering Christian teaching through African ver-
nacular languages and cultures. This article will explore ACI’s approach 
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to formation by discussing ACI’s key historical model, the primary traits 
of ACI’s community, and specific practices at ACI. It will conclude by 
touching briefly on the impact of the pandemic.

History of ACI

The Akrofi-Christaller Institute of Theology, Mission and Culture (ACI) 
is a research university located in Akropong-Akuapem, a district cap-
ital for Akuapem State in eastern Ghana, about 45 km (28 miles) from 
Ghana’s capital city, Accra. ACI’s site was originally the location of the 
Basel Mission Seminary, founded in 1848 (now the Presbyterian College 
of Education), and a missionary residence. The Basel Mission’s primary 
concerns – building a Christian community and educating in a system 
that uses indigenous languages – have continued in ACI since its official 
establishment in 1987 (initially as the Akrofi-Christaller Memorial Centre 
for Mission Research and Applied Theology, or ACMC). The founding 
director (and later rector) of ACI was the late Rev Prof Kwame Bediako, 
who, together with his wife, Professor Gillian M. Bediako, shared their 
vision of a mission study centre with a Presbyterian minister, Rev S. 
K. Aboa. He incidentally also nurtured a desire for a language library 
centre. ACI’s current rector is Rev Prof Benhardt Y. Quarshie. (I wish to 
acknowledge feedback from Profs Quarshie and G. M. Bediako in the 
final preparation of this paper.)

ACI is named after two people who worked on the Akuapem Twi lan-
guage in their missionary, pastoral, and educational endeavours: 
the Swiss-German Johannes Gottlieb Christaller (1827-1895) and the 
Ghanaian Clement Anderson Akrofi (1901-1967). ACI seeks to promote 
African innovation and excellence in “the study and documentation of 
Christian history, thought and life in Ghana and in Africa as a whole, 
in relation to their African setting and to world Christianity …. [and] to 
strengthen Christian witness in the modern Africa and world context 
through Christian scholarship.” The vision of ACI, “training Christian 
workers and leaders (clergy and laity) for effective mission in the African 
Context,” means that it is open to Christians from different confessional 
traditions. 

ACI focuses on three pillars: research, accredited programmes, and 
continuing education or lifelong learning. Six research centres have 
unique but related interests within these pillars. These are the Centre 
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for Interfaith Studies and Engagement in Africa (CISEA), Centre for Gos-
pel and Culture Engagement (CEGACE), Centre for Primal and Christian 
Spirituality (CEPACS), Centre for the Study of Early African Christianity 
(CESEAC), Centre for the Interpretation and Translation of the Bible in 
African Languages (CITBAL), and Centre for Religion, the Environment, 
Science and Development (CRESAD).

ACI has four accredited (post)graduate degree programmes: Master of 
Arts in Theology and Mission, offered with emphases in Biblical studies, 
leadership, world Christianity, holistic mission and development, Pen-
tecostal studies, the Bible and science, and mother tongue theology; 
Master of Theology in African Christianity; Master of Theology in Bible 
translation and interpretation; and Doctor of Philosophy in theology. In 
the 2021/2022 academic year, ACI had ninety-three students. Students 
have come from nineteen African countries, the United Kingdom, the 
United States, Canada, South Korea, and Australia.  

ACI is committed to sharing lessons with and drawing from the experi-
ences of Christians at the grassroots level, as it did before its accred-
itation, through mission conferences and workshops (Bediako 2013, 
941). Currently, six-day certificate programmes with online lectures are 
offered as part of these continuing education efforts for equipping the 
wider Christian public. Each programme has three levels of engage-
ment: basic, intermediate, and advanced. Current concentrations are in 
Christian Mission and Evangelism; Christian-Muslim Relations; African 
Christian Creation Care Studies; and Leadership and Witness in the Pub-
lic Sphere (jointly with the Institute for Christian Impact (ICI), directed by 
an alumnus). ACI’s public engagement includes annual lectures, such as 
the Kwame Bediako Memorial Lecture and the Asante-Opoku-Reindorf 
lecture, jointly organised with the Ghana Academy of Arts and Sciences.

While the (post)graduate degree programmes require some academic 
qualifications, the certificate programmes do not have such require-
ments, apart from the ability to communicate in English. They therefore 
have a broader reach. The MA requires a degree in any academic field 
and reaches Christian professionals. However, student intakes have 
sometimes been low, partly due to national economic challenges that 
prevent otherwise interested people from paying fees. The hope remains 
that churches or para-church organisations in Ghana and Africa will con-
tinue to support students to benefit from theological formation at ACI.
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A Historical Model for African Theological Formation

ACI’s approach to theological formation has some historical anteced-
ents in early Christianity and was informed largely by the learning of 
Kwame Bediako and his doctoral advisor, Andrew F. Walls, both of whom 
were scholars of Christian missions. They had special interest in early 
Christianity. To help readers understand ACI’s approach as developed by 
Bediako and Walls, I summarize one example of theological formation 
from the early Graeco-Roman Christian context.

The catechetical school in Alexandria (Egypt) was notable among several 
Christian efforts at theological formation in the Graeco-Roman world. 
The school’s teachers and students prepared themselves to address 
“questions often prompted by Greek assumptions or established intel-
lectual [and religious] traditions” (Walls 2013, 4) from both Christians 
and non-Christians in the cosmopolitan city of Alexandria. To serve the 
early church, Graeco-Roman Christian theology sought to give Christian 
answers to the intellectual and religious questions of its environment. 
This primarily involved expounding the Scriptures (in Greek), but teach-
ers also endeavoured to employ all available resources in the Hellenistic 
culture. For example, one of the school’s early leaders, Clement of Alex-
andria, indicated that as he wrote one of his books, he did not shy away 
from “what is best in [Greek] philosophy and other preparatory instruc-
tion” (Clement Strom., 1.1; 15,3.). The Greek translation of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, together with the New Testament in the same language, 
helped Clement to engage Greek traditions for his Christian interests. At 
ACI, this long legacy of Christian engagement with local culture contin-
ues through the emphasis on teaching and reading Scripture in African 
heart languages so that students will then be equipped to deal with the 
real, day-to-day challenges of their culture(s). 

The interactions between Gregory Thaumaturgus and Origen hint at 
ACI’s present-day community life. Gregory met Origen, Clement’s suc-
cessor, outside Alexandria in Caesarea (Palestine). Gregory saw Origen 
as a teacher who persuaded his students not only with words but also 
in character and actions, giving his “exhortation by deeds before he 
gave it in words” (Gregory, Oration and Panegyric Addressed to Origen, 
11). Origen’s consistent Christian character set him apart and implicit-
ly critiqued some contemporary Greek philosophers whose practices 
contradicted their teachings (Gregory, Oration and Panegyric Addressed 
to Origen,10). Following this pattern, ACI’s community life of learning, 
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worshiping and even having meals together fosters holistic formation 
and opportunities for teachers and students to experience each other 
outside the classroom, something we learn from early Christian history 
and which ACI seeks to be deliberate about.   

A Community of Conversation, Worship, and Cultural 
Awareness

Bediako translated this early Christian heritage for the African context 
by developing a model with four areas (Bediako 2001, 30): First, the 
need to discern the “signs of the times” (in this case, the historical 
significance of African Christianity); second, Africa’s historical and 
contemporary context; third, the “history and tradition” of the Christian 
movement, and fourth, the need to maintain “a mind for mission and 
transformation.” As these areas each emphasize dialogue between 
Christianity and culture, they echo the early Christians’ practice of using 
Graeco-Roman languages and concepts to communicate Christian truth. 

These overlapping areas are themselves bound together by three dimen-
sions: First, the experience of the living God; second, a sense of par-
ticipation in the Bible regarded as a context, and third, the practice of 
spirituality. Again, as Origen practiced Christian integration of teaching 
and character, these dimensions emphasize real-world expressions of 
true faith. Thus, whether in research, lectures, seminar presentations, 
or symposia, staff and students are expected to relate present Christian 
experience to historic Christianity in order to advance Christ’s Kingdom 
transformation in Africa.

Three examples illustrate how ACI sustains Bediako’s model. First, 
maintaining a community of learners, where faculty and students see 
each other as life-long learners in the nurturing of “Christian scholar-
ship in Africa for the sake of the Kingdom of God” (Walls 2018, 5-6), is 
paramount for ACI. So, at ACI, teacher and student are both learners, 
and lingering classroom discussions are usually continued during snack 
breaks or at the cafeteria during meals. This practice helps ACI’s com-
munity members pursue ACI’s value of “mutual caring and concern, ap-
preciation of each other’s varied gifts, and openness to learn from one 
another in the service of Jesus Christ, the Lord.” Students and faculty 
share an integrated community life of prayer for one another at devotion 
times, work, and study. 
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In addition, communal worship has a fundamental role at ACI. Before 
the Covid-19 pandemic, each day started with Bible reading and prayers. 
Expository preaching occurred during some class sessions. In the late 
afternoon, a prayer time ended the day. During Covid-19, community 
devotions were held online on Wednesday mornings. ACI resumed daily 
morning devotions as of January 2023. These communal devotions 
remind staff and students of the need to maintain unity of mind and 
heart and of the vital connection between spirituality and the pursuit of 
and application of knowledge in service to God. Without a communal 
life that intentionally integrates worship, curriculum has the tendency 
to be fragmented (Farley 1983). Thus, within its character as a research 
institution, ACI endeavours to remain an “academic and pastoral” com-
munity, a “Christian ashram” (Walls 2000, 4), in which the training of 
Christian workers and leaders can be most effective. Work and worship 
flow together in each day’s activities. 

Finally, context is important for formation; any curriculum must wrestle 
with that. In line with this fact, Bediako’s convictions guide ACI’s cur-
riculum design. Bediako urged that a new African theological formation 
should take seriously “what is actually happening with African Christi-
anity” as well as “African realities” and seek to produce an “integration 
of heart and mind, learning and discipleship” (Bediako 2001, 30). Such 
new African formation should not uncritically follow the Western Chris-
tian experience. Thus, for the Christian theologically trained in Africa, 
the way to effective ministry is a creative integration of the experience 
of God with African cultural (including primal religious) heritage. Course 
contents are structured so that components deal with Christian spiritu-
ality and their connection with primal context in the Old and New Testa-
ments, in Africa, and in the history of Christian mission, particularly in 
Europe. For example, the Master of Arts course on spirituality traverses 
the Psalms, the Epistle to the Hebrews, and Celtic and Akan primal 
spirituality, while the course on Gospel and culture highlights ongoing 
interactions between traditional practices, such as widowhood rites and 
chieftaincy, and Christian teaching. Master of Theology students are 
required to observe and report on the Odwira traditional festival of the 
people of Akropong-Akuapem as part of their research methods class.  

In particular, vernacular formation is one primary avenue to help 
students engage with their cultural heritage. While lectures are offi-
cially held in English, students are encouraged to share mother tongue 
perspectives during class discussions. The mother tongue Bible is a 
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requirement in all Biblical courses. ACI encourages students to worship 
and learn in their mother tongues because African Christians contin-
ue to operate in their mother tongues. Therefore, fully-formed African 
Christians must be ready to encourage fruitful interactions with indig-
enous Christian theologies in their own languages. ACI helps MTh and 
PhD students to practice this by requiring them to provide a one-page 
abstract of their final thesis or dissertation in their mother tongue. 
A fundamental rationale in requiring a mother tongue abstract of a 
dissertation or thesis is to emphasise the importance of being able to 
communicate research findings to your local community. Some students 
and alumni have indeed confessed that they rediscovered their moth-
er tongue while at ACI, with some even getting a copy of their mother 
tongue Bible for the first time.

ACI thus seeks to model a Christian learning community that is mind-
ful of, and communicates with, other contexts, primarily through the 
creative use of the mother tongue in theological reflections. Preaching, 
praying, and worshipping in a diversity of languages enriches theo-
logical formation. Continuing to explore how to expand mother tongue 
theological education may be a future creative challenge for ACI. 

An Integrated Formation Process

Faculty, student, and staff commitment to the formation process is 
crucial. In other words, commitment to community life at ACI is a shared 
responsibility; this fact informs the process of staff and student recruit-
ment. 

During the admissions process, prospective students share a brief write-
up of their “Christian experience,” from which admissions officers may 
ask further questions during admission interviews. Hence, decisions to 
admit students rely both on academic qualifications and the potential of 
Christian growth and impact. New students then go through an orienta-
tion that reinforces the importance of Christian experience. This orien-
tation also gives them an opportunity to experience community life at 
ACI. For example, during orientation, a session on “Study as a Spiritual 
Discipline” reminds students of the nature of theological pursuit as a 
lifelong intellectual and spiritual endeavour.



54

Insights Journal   Vol. 8  No. 1

For faculty and admitted students, the office of Dean of Students and 
Chaplain facilitates community devotions and retreats, a prayer calen-
dar, tutorial groups, and counselling. Tutorial groups are each headed 
by a faculty member who acts as a cell group leader (for students in 
accredited degree programmes). Cell groups provide further pastoral 
care. As mentioned above, faculty are available for informal discussion 
during meals. Communal devotions and faculty availability facilitate the 
“formal and informal learning of spirituality [that] is embedded in the 
context of shared lives” (Naidoo 2013, 757). 

Because ACI is a research institution, supervision of student essays, dis-
sertations, and theses is key in our formation process. A student may be 
supervised by up to three faculty members (at least one fulltime member 
and adjuncts), especially at the doctoral level. Supervisors are expected 
to offer not only academic guidance but to be sensitive to students’ spir-
itual growth through frequent in-person or online video meetings and 
correspondence. In addition, co-supervision of students is an avenue for 
faculty mentorship, as younger colleagues learn from senior colleagues 
in the supervision process. 

On that topic, faculty development at the personal and institutional lev-
els is crucial. ACI’s distinctive approach to curriculum development and 
delivery has meant that faculty come from a very limited pool. Indeed, 
right now, about ninety percent of fulltime faculty are ACI’s own alumni. 
To some extent, this fact facilitates “their fit within institutional culture” 
and contribution to “institutional well-being” as “institutional citi-
zens” (Tiénou 2018). In this way, the students get to experience the ACI 
approach to theological formation through the research and teaching of 
ACI alumni lecturers. Non-ACI alumni lecturers, who certainly share the 
ACI ethos, usually co-teach or co-supervise students. 

Creating and maintaining a community life as imperative for formation 
requires intentionality. Collegiality for a pastoral research institute such 
as ACI is in the creative symbiotic experience of staff and students who 
are indeed invited to participate in its vision and mission. Commitment 
to the formation process necessarily requires accountability, and for 
that matter periodic review of processes. On the topic of accountability, 
as an accredited institution, ACI is periodically assessed by the Ghana 
Tertiary Education Commission (GTEC) for accreditation renewal. Internal 
review of institutional processes is managed by a quality assurance unit. 
External examiners review assessments of student work.
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The Pandemic and Technology

During the pandemic, ACI partially closed, following the national 
lockdown and the closing of Ghana’s borders in March 2020. Lectures 
were suspended. Eventually, the Google workspace, particularly Goo-
gle Classroom, enabled ACI to move instruction online. Most Ghanaian 
students stayed away from ACI’s campus, but international students 
remained. 

Before the pandemic, ACI did not offer any courses online. Courses were 
designed to be offered in person, as intensives in some cases. There-
fore, faculty and students needed orientation on the use of technology. 
Initially, to help accommodate some students’ unstable internet connec-
tions, faculty pre-recorded their lectures as audio-only files and posted 
them to Google Classroom. Students were expected to listen and make 
notes so that they could then participate in a video class discussion 
with the lecturer. This format limited contact time between faculty and 
students. 

After reviewing this online lecture delivery and participation format, ACI 
decided to hold lectures online for full two-hour sessions, without any 
pre-recording. This switch has improved lecturer-student contact hours. 
For MTh/PhD classes, however, participants shared concern that the vol-
ume of course content and the attention required for fruitful interaction 
favours in-person delivery – especially because courses had originally 
been designed for in-person learning, and because now ACI has re-
turned to delivering these courses in-person but with an online option 
for those who cannot be physically present. Some student presentations 
are now done in a hybrid mode. 

Since the pandemic, WhatsApp groups facilitate communication among 
faculty and between faculty and students. Though lectures and support-
ing documents have not been offered via WhatsApp, these chats have 
nonetheless helped in facilitating an online community, as members 
post supplementary resources, notices for events, etc. Maintaining com-
munity life continues to pose challenges for ACI. 

Access to library resources also had its challenges during the pandemic. 
Course materials that were hitherto given in print had to be scanned and 
made available to students online. The library helped students by scan-
ning materials needed for their research. Some students subscribed to 
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online journals outside the Institute, but ACI needs to do further work to 
make digital resources readily available to all students and faculty.

During the pandemic, ACI, like other Majority World theological insti-
tutions, had to use technology creatively to survive. Online education 
in general has come to stay following the pandemic. Because of ACI’s 
unique emphasis on communal formation, some form of online theologi-
cal education that does not undermine such an ethos remains an option 
even though it has reopened for in-person interaction. Technology 
remains part of ACI’s collective experience and an avenue for potential 
future development.

Conclusion

ACI offers an ongoing model of contextualized theological education. It 
attempts a holistic theological training that primarily aims at transfor-
mation and scholarship in the service of the Church in Africa. A com-
munity of integrated learning, worship, and attentiveness to vernacular 
contexts is key. The use of mother tongues in teaching and scholarship 
fosters the Gospel’s continuing engagement with traditional and con-
temporary realities in Africa.

The disruptions brought by the Covid-19 pandemic were navigated 
through creative use of available technology. That situation raised ques-
tions for ACI’s planning. For example, what options exist for pursuing 
hybrid theological education or even full-fledged online courses? For 
now, ACI continues to consider how to balance in-person and online 
education in ways that maintain its distinctive communal approach. 
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Forming the Faithful: A Vision for 
Holistic Formation in Theological 
Education 
Shaiju Thomas                      

Introduction

“Christians are made and not born,” says Tertullian, a prominent early 
church theologian. In Gen. 2:16-17, God gives humans a framework 
through which they may make choices for a flourishing life. This free-
dom of choosing life and death is the biblical basis for formation. John 
quotes Jesus saying in John 10:27-28, “My sheep hear My voice, and I 
know them, and they follow me; and I give eternal life to them, and they 
will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of My hand” (NASB, 
1995). The goal of formation in Genesis was life; the goal of formation 
in the New Testament was life; and today, this has not changed. The 
method remains “relational knowing.” Indeed, as Paul points out in Ro-
mans 12:1-2, worship, relationship with God, is the telos of the “newly 
redeemed and made new” (Rom. 8:1-2; 2 Cor.5:17). 

This article explores the importance of understanding the purpose of 
formation in theological institutions, as advocated by the Asia Theolog-
ical Association (ATA). ATA, an accrediting agency, grounds its theology 
of formation on the telos-forma schema, emphasizing that worship is 
the purpose (telos) of formation and that God’s desire and will (thelema) 
shape its framework. That is, it’s important to consider why formation is 
essential, not just how it can be done.  

Despite its significance, the question of “why formation” is frequently 
overlooked. ATA recommends prioritizing the purpose before consider-
ing the methods, in order to prevent the implementation of ineffective 
programs – especially in relation to the use of technology. By delving 
into the underlying purpose, institutions can develop innovative and 
successful approaches that embrace technology as a valuable tool, 
rather than a mere passing trend, as this article will argue. Additionally, 
this article emphasizes the need to consider the holistic development of 
individuals while acknowledging the limitations of any chosen approach 
and while maintaining control over that approach. Through a compre-
hensive analysis, this article provides insights for theological institu-
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tions to enhance their formation programs and promote meaningful 
growth in students.

Asia Theological Association: Overview

ATA is the largest recognized accrediting body for theological educa-
tion in Asia. ATA was founded in 1970, as believers saw the need for 
strengthening evangelical theological education and promoting evan-
gelical theology in the context of the rising influence of liberal theolo-
gy on the Asian theological landscape. ATA currently serves over 300 
member institutions from around 33 countries; it continues to grow. ATA 
accredits theological programs by employing the Standards and Quality 
Measurement (SQMs) criteria corresponding to the global standards of 
the International Council for Evangelical Theological Education (ICETE).

ATA broadly defines holistic formation as engaging and integrating the 
cognitive, the affective, and the behavioral. Theological education (TE) 
is intentionally missional, as described in the Lausanne Cape Town com-
mitment. That is, the telos of TE, as ATA recognizes, is “to strengthen 
and accompany the mission of the church by training the leaders to be 
faithful, relevant and clear in expounding and teaching God’s word, and 
to equip all God’s people to communicate God’s truth in every cultural 
context” (Kevin Smith, 2011). ATA ensures that this telos is achieved by 
promoting holistic integration of academic excellence, spiritual forma-
tion, and ministerial formation by providing:

1.	 Accreditation standards (SQMs);
2.	 Value added services: Research, workshops, training, and 

coaching programs in faculty development, curriculum devel-
opment, discipline models, context-based skill mapping and 
development models, and strategic planning and organizational 
development.

ATA accredits formal and non-formal, residential, and non-residential 
programs, ranging from certificate to doctoral-level studies, offered 
in English and in regional languages. ATA considers a program’s ac-
creditation based on variables like curriculum and institutional vision 
alignment, philosophy of education, the context of education, educa-
tors, learning resources, curriculum-specific relevant physical assets, 
adherence to statutory requirements, institutional sustainability, and 
strategy for growth. Apart from accreditation, ATA also offers other 
services such as “need-based consultancy services for the institutions, 
publication of resources meant for Asian pastors, leaders, cross-cultural 
workers, and students that are biblical, pastoral, contextual, missional, 
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and prophetic, and facilitation of program by establishing consortiums 
of accrediting school, regionally” (ATA Asia, n.d.).

Formation: Principles, Practices, & Process

The variables mentioned in the previous section for accreditation are 
essential, but they only deal with education. Each institution, through 
its philosophy of education and curriculum design, is responsible for 
aligning its formational goals with its vision, mission, and teaching 
objectives. ATA strives to help institutions find this alignment by offering 
a forma – in other words, a way to track formation in five categories:

1.	 Administrative
2.	 Relational
3.	 Theological
4.	 Missional
5.	 Educational

This forma looks at formation as integrating academics, competence 
development, spiritual formation, and character education. Although 
member institutions are invited to design their individual program telos 
based on the ATA forma framework, they are not required to do so. Table 
1 provides the Asia Theological Association’s forma.

Table 1: ATA Holistic/Theological Education Values

Administrative
Values

Relational
Values

Theological
Values

Missional
Values

Educational
Values

Sound 
Management

Church
Orientation

Biblical
Grounding

Holistic
Outlook

Instructional
Variety

Faculty and Staff
Development

Community
Life

Evangelical
Focus

Incarnational
Emphasis

Lifelong
Learning

Program 
Accessibility

Servant
Molding

Christian 
Mind

And Lifestyle
World-

Engaging
Holistic 

Education

Strategic
Flexibility

Asian
Diaspora Prophetic Voice Learner-

Centered

Continuous
Assessment Contextualization Dynamic 

Curriculum
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Operational
Contextualization

Kingdom Partnership & 
Collaboration

Student-Centered
Development

As the table demonstrates, formation will be only partially addressed 
when the tripartite domain of human development is attended to. So, 
to achieve holistic formation, one must also consider the external and 
internal factors that shape the institutional environment. These factors 
include the administrative and educational values, that then supports 
the tripartite domain formation, captured in the relational, theological, 
and missional values. Diagram 1 is a graphic representation of this sche-
ma of formation.

Diagram 1: A relational view of the forma

Tables 2.1 and 2.2 offer definitions to clarify the constructs under each 
value, a direct extract from the ATA’s Manual of Accreditation (p.19-
21, 2021). Table 2.1 A & B define constructs that envelop the values of 
administration and education, and Table 2.2 A, B, & C define the values 
corresponding to the individual category.

Table 2.1: Structural Constructs and Definitions

A.	 Administrative Values

Sound 
Management

Institutions must wisely steward their human, material, 
financial and spiritual resources toward the strengthen-
ing of the Church.
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Faculty and Staff 
Development

Faculty and staff are the primary ministry models to our 
students.  In recognition of this pivotal role of faculty and 
staff, we recognize the need for continuing development.

Program 
Accessibility

Ministry training must be made available to the whole 
people of God in models that are appropriate to the situa-
tion and context.

Strategic 
Flexibility

In cooperation with other programs, we must respond 
creatively to the Church’s leadership needs.  The in-
stitutions must nurture a greater strategic flexibility in 
attuning themselves to the full range of leadership roles 
the Church requires.

Continuous 
Assessment

The institutions should be guided by a rigorous practice 
of identifying objectives, assessing outcomes, and ad-
justing programs accordingly.

Operational 
Contextualization

In structure and operation, our theological institutions 
and programs must demonstrate that they exist in and for 
their contexts.

Student-Centered 
Development

Our institutions and programs must focus on developing 
the students we serve.  Administrative procedures, teach-
er selection, physical plant, and pastoral services should 
be shaped by plans for student development.

B.	 Educational Values

Instructional 
Variety

Our teaching methods must be diverse, flexible, innovative, 
and contextualized.  Our institutions need to take practical 
steps to introduce and train their faculty to enhance effective 
teaching.

Lifelong 
Learning

Our institutions need to design requirements that equip stu-
dents for a lifetime of ongoing learning and development.  To 
this end, institutions must maintain ongoing supportive links 
and services with graduates.

Integrated 
Program

Our institutions must combine spiritual and practical with 
academic learning objectives in one holistic, integrated edu-
cational approach.

Learner-
Centered

In keeping with current educational philosophy and practice, 
our institutions must ensure that education is learner- and 
learning-centered (rather than teacher- and teaching-cen-
tered), enabling students to participate in their learning.

Dynamic 
Curriculum

The curriculum requires constant revision and renewal to ad-
dress the challenge that the Asian Church faces as her needs 
and contexts are constantly changing.
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Differentiating administrative values as external and educational values 
as internal helps create a contrast, though both fall under the same 
theme of structure. The contrast makes clear how variables contributing 
to a learner’s formation are structural as much as systemic.  

Often, institutions concentrate on systemic variables for formation with 
little attention to the telos and the forma. Table 2.2 shows more sys-
temic variables under headings of relational, theological, and missional 
values. These values represent methods and agencies participating in 
the formation process.

Table 2.2 Systemic Construct and Definitions

A.	 Relational Values

Church 
Orientation

Our institutions must orient themselves in terms of the 
Christian community being served. Our theological educa-
tion must serve the church.

Community Life Our institutions must demonstrate Christian patterns of 
community.

Servant 
Molding

Through our institutions, our students must be molded to 
styles of servant leadership appropriate to their intended 
biblical roles within the body of Christ.

Asian Diaspora
Our institutions must focus on helping students learn 
church planting strategies for Asians in multicultural con-
texts.

B.	 Theological Values

Biblical Grounding

We must together take immediate and urgent steps to 
seek, elaborate and possess a biblically informed theo-
logical basis for our calling and engagement in theolog-
ical education and allow every aspect of our service to 
become rooted and nurtured in this soil.

Theological 
Contextualization

Theology ought to be developed in the Asian context, 
reflecting
Asian concerns and patterns of thought, methods of 
communication, and images and illustrations.

Christian Mind and 
Lifestyle

Our programs need to model patterns of holistic thought 
that are centered on biblical truth as the integrating core 
of reality and life.

Prophetic Voice

As much as theological institutions serve the Church in 
its engagement with society, they also have the import-
ant role to speak to the issues within and without the 
Church. It is imperative that our institutions find and use 
this prophetic voice.
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Ministry/Missional 
Emphasis

Much value is attached to connecting the written curric-
ulum to the
practical ministry and mission needs of the Church in 
Asia. This keeps the training programs connected and 
relevant.

Kingdom 
Partnership and 
Collaboration

Institutions humbly recognize that the work of the king-
dom is accomplished through significant partnerships 
with both the church and other like-minded bodies. 
This, in turn is reflected in the practice of intentionally 
pursuing collaboration which leads to greater effective-
ness in the mission of training men and women for the 
ministries of the church.

C.	 Missional Values

Holistic outlook

Mission, as evident in Scripture, is concerned with the 
holistic transformation of individuals, communities, and 
societies. As much as it is concerned with the spiritual 
well-being of individuals and groups, it is also concerned 
about the church being an agent of the Kingdom of God in 
its fullest sense. We are mandated to be good stewards of 
creation, upholders of righteousness, justice, peace, equal-
ity, provide for the needs of the poor, underprivileged, and 
speak for those without a voice.

Incarnational 
Emphasis

The prime example of what it means to be engaged in 
our cultures and communities is the Lord Jesus himself. 
His incarnational model and practice is what we strive to 
emulate. Theological education, therefore, is not merely the 
accumulation of knowledge but must involve the practice of 
engaging in God’s world.

World Engaging
God’s mission (the missio Dei) is directed towards his 
world. Beyond helping the Church to sustain itself, theolog-
ical education serves the church in its mission to the world.  
This missional focus cannot be neglected or compromised.

Upon comparing Table 1 with Table 2.2 B and C, one sees that certain 
constructs (second, fourth, and sixth) within these theological values, 
specifically prophetic voice, contextualization, and kingdom partner-
ship and collaboration, are also relevant to missional values. Notably, 
Table 2.1B lacks a definition for holistic education. Nevertheless, upon 
considering the comprehensive view presented in these tables, it can 
be concluded that the ultimate purpose (telos) of formation is a trans-
formative “mindshift,” as expressed by the former Regional Secretary of 
ATA-India (P. Cornelius, personal communication, March 19, 2023). This 
mindshift can only occur when formation is approached by recognizing 
the imago Dei – encompassing the rational, personal, moral, and spir-
itual attributes of human beings (Kim, 2010) – rather than a simplistic 
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humanist trichotomic perspective that focuses solely on addressing the 
head, heart, and hand.  

Indeed, while the trichotomic perspective acknowledges certain import-
ant aspects of human nature – cognitive skills, emotional intelligence, 
and practical skills – it oversimplifies human nature. It neglects spiritu-
al, moral, and relational dimensions of human existence that contribute 
to holistic development. So a more comprehensive approach, enacted 
by recognizing the image of God in each person and integrating the 
rational, personal, moral, and spiritual aspects, is necessary for a more 
well-rounded formation.

The integrated formation schema requires the whole institution to 
be involved in creating a structure conducive to a student’s spiritual 
growth. The integrated formation schema may be represented through 
the following diagram.
Diagram 2: Holistic Integrated Formation Schema

ATA believes that the alignment of formational goals with an insti-
tution’s vision is crucial. This alignment includes both external and 
internal factors, to create a holistic formation environment. Additionally, 
institutions must conceive of formation comprehensively, taking into 
account the imago Dei in each student, as well as systemic variables and 
the telos of formation. The next section will discuss the significance of 
an integrated approach to measuring formation. 

Measurements of Formation

ATA’s philosophy of accreditation undergirds its assessment of pro-
grams run by its member institutions. ATA understands that every school 
is unique, and this philosophy allows each school to design its own 
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measures. At the same time, as an ATA team member involved in accred-
itation visits and as a facilitator of institutional and faculty development 
programs, I have observed worrying gaps in institutions’ schema for 
measuring students’ formation. Most institutions have a clear rubric 
for assessing cognitive development, but they fall short of measuring 
holisitc formation. To address this need, ATA offers value-added ser-
vices to help institutions reimagine formation and assess it through 
organizational development, strategic transformation initiatives, faculty 
and leadership development programs, and curriculum analysis and 
development initiatives. For this work, ATA collaborates with strategic 
partners, such as ScholarLeaders International in the area of instiutional 
sustainability, as well as other experts in each field to ensure optimal 
outcomes.

The conspicuous gap in holistic assessment does not mean that insti-
tutions lack forms of evaluation entirely, but rather that the present 
measurements do not intentionally contribute to a student’s complete 
formation. At present most institutions can showcase some activities 
and self-reporting processes for formation, like journaling and pastoral 
care groups. However, often these data are managed independently, as 
one-time events, and not as part of a more extensive process of forma-
tion. 

ATA is seeking to guide institutions to see formation of character as 
requiring intentional effort and assessment integrated with education. 
We would like to see institutions develop formational rubrics not for 
independent domains but considering the whole person. These rubrics 
should account for the contexts from which students come and into 
which they will graduate. That is, both the incoming student profile and 
the graduate profile will be critical in creating assessment strategies. 
Furthermore, during the educational process itself, formation assess-
ments must consider students’ development as self-reflective individu-
als. This movement requires self-criticism, as students become aware of 
themselves as bearing imago Dei.

We know that designing a holistic formation assessment rubric will be 
tedious and subjective. Yet, acknowledging these barriers, I encourage 
institutions to begin to consider opportunities by analyzing their vision, 
educational goals, and graduate profile. This institutional reflection 
must then produce a system that will disciple learners, entailing:  
     •	 soul care focusing on others and the world 
     •	 by means of coaching, mentoring, and spiritual direction in 	
	 small groups and one-on-one 
     •	 employing formal and informal interactions	  
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     •	 within the scope of a covenantal relationship
     •	 that exists during a students’ years of study and at the desire of 	
	 both parties thereafter.

Institutionally, this process requires human resources – faculty and/or 
staff who oversee the process, who have had similar experiences in their 
own formation, and who can facilitate students’ formation. It requires 
a tenure process that can help the institution discern who such indi-
viduals are. And it requires the development of a qualitative rubric that 
marries institutional vision with the students’ vocation, so that insti-
tutional goals are met and students are thoroughly prepared to pursue 
God’s calling on them. 

An Example of Forma

While I was Dean of the Global School of Open Learning (GSOL), in Ban-
galore, India, we developed formation forma. GSOL offers undergrad-
uate and graduate theological programs through distance education. 
While implementing the formation framework, the GSOL team realized 
that formation is a time-consuming and resource-intensive process that 
is also extremely rewarding. When the pandemic slowed much of our 
work, we were able to observe remarkable improvement in the ways our 
learners advanced holistically.

Under our framework, we started with the students’ application process. 
During this process, we intentionally connected with an applicants’ 
references, local church pastor, mentor(s), and family members or close 
relatives to build a community of accountability for the student. We also 
paired students with pastor-mentors and academic-mentors, by which 
we formed a community to support the student. Much of the rubric for 
the students’ formation would then be determined in consultation with 
the pastor-mentor and academic-mentor, within the framework of our 
institutional vision. 

After a candidate was accepted as a student, they were required to meet 
with their pastor-mentor once a month and with their academic-mentor 
every two weeks. During these meetings, the student would talk about 
their academic, spiritual, and ministerial growth. They would set goals 
and deliberate on outcomes with their mentors. We established a sys-
tem of data collection and reporting so that we could capture feedback 
and tailor support for each student. 
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Formation: Technology and Theology 

Most ATA member institutions, which were averse to technology-en-
abled learning before the COVID-19 pandemic, were forced to adopt re-
mote learning during the pandemic. At ATA, we swiftly created platforms 
and trainings to help institutions persist through the initial challenges. 
We offered templates for bite-sized learning, especially for those re-
gions that lack stable internet. Overall, for me, as an ed-tech enthusiast, 
this was an opportunity to see many institutions catapulted into an era 
that would probably have arrived half a decade later. It was an opportu-
nity for growth.

However, the data that ATA is gathering now during accreditation visits 
shows that the process of formation was hampered by remote learning. 
The image below maps the internet speed at which the world’s popula-
tion operates. 

Picture 1: Broadband Speed Map

Source: Internet speeds by country 2023

Bangalore, where I worked, is called the Silicon Valley of India – but 
even its internet leaves much to be desired. In fact, the average speed 
that I enjoy is much less than the 20mbs depicted here. According to 
the image, South Asia operates on about 20-40mbps, which is largely 
true for the rest of the Asia too, barring China and a few countries in the 
Asia-Pacific. However, connecting speed is not necessarily consistent. 
At times, I cannot have a full conversation because of latency in the net-
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work. Therefore, one can see how many schools in the rural and semi-ur-
ban parts of Asia struggled to connect with students; they could only 
circulate information or notes because of limited internet. For students 
in these areas, formation in online programs became extremely atten-
uated, as remote learning focused largely on depositing information. 
This situation continues to worry older church leaders, as they watch 
these students graduate and attempt to step into leadership roles after 
a lopsided educational experience.

At ATA, we are mindful of these technological limitations, so we adopted 
strategies that we continue to use. We have encouraged institutions to 
use low-bandwidth, accessible tech, such as community radios, Chris-
tian TV channels, educational channels, dial-in telephone lines, printed 
documents sent through the post, and instant messaging services. 
During the pandemic, I was personally involved in coaching faculty 
members and institutions to develop systems that are most feasible 
and accessible for their students, to form interactive communities using 
low-bandwidth technologies as much as possible. 

Through our exploration, we discovered that even in challenging envi-
ronments, formation can be achieved by developing tools that prioritize 
the purpose and framework of formation. Another valuable lesson from 
this experimental phase is that educators play a crucial role as facili-
tators of learning in remote settings, going beyond simply delivering 
content. As facilitators, they become designers of educational experi-
ences, embracing a learner-centric approach that addresses the holistic 
development of individuals. This involves creating safe learning envi-
ronments, fostering collaborative learning opportunities, and engaging 
learners in contextually relevant and meaningful experiences that result 
in personal transformation.

Furthermore, we realized that while physical communities are essential 
for formation, they can be intentionally cultivated within remote pro-
grams. Transformative communities do not necessarily have to be limit-
ed to institutional settings but can extend to the communities in which 
students already reside and learn. Ultimately, we found that the depth 
of formation is closely linked to the network of communities to which 
learners are connected. These communities provide a vital foundation 
for formation and should be intentionally designed for that purpose.

Finally, we acknowledge the significance of the physicalness of learn-
ing, which adds depth, richness, and multi-sensory dimensions to the 
educational process. It enhances engagement, understanding, and the 
practical application of knowledge, making it a crucial element of effec-
tive learning experiences. Therefore, communities serve as the corner-
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stone of formation and should be thoughtfully designed to foster growth 
and development.

While everyone wants to be on the bandwagon of online education, 
which is (wrongly) perceived as profitable and less resource-intensive, 
most educators are concerned about the formation of the whole person. 
The rise of online education during the pandemic has once again stirred 
the question of formation – the how in context of the what. Many are 
concerned about the quality of formation, in the absence of in-person 
relationships and the real community that is catalytic in formation. But 
no one is asking the critical question of why.

ATA would like institutions to consider the why of formation before they 
jump to how. We are concerned that leaping to processes will lead to 
more ineffective programs, as we have already seen during the pandem-
ic. Investing in the why of formation will help institutions create new 
methods, harnessing technology and making it an ally rather than a fad. 
Formation in online programs must not only attend to the whole person, 
but it must also account for technology; it must control the technology, 
recognizing its limitations rather than trusting it as a solution.  

Conclusion

In John 14:6, Jesus says that he is the way, the truth, and the life, refer-
ring to being, knowing, and doing. Formation is the task of being. It is a 
relational reality, but it is not possible without knowing, and it is incom-
plete if does not demonstrate itself in action. However, in this passage, 
Jesus does not stop with this self-description. Instead, he explains how 
he is. By this measure, the measure of Christ’s self-revelation, formation 
is not just an aspect of being, knowing, or doing but is embedded in 
the reality of the transcendent Father and His incarnate Son. The goal of 
Christian formation, then, is that theological students be conformed to 
the image of the Son within a structure that opens itself to the work of 
the Holy Spirit.
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Seminario Bíblico de Colombia: 
Practicas de Formación Holística  
Jhohan Centeno                         

Resumen

Este artículo aborda algunas de las prácticas del Seminario Bíblico de 
Colombia (FUSBC) con relación a la formación integral, con especial 
atención al impacto de la pandemia en estas prácticas. Presenta una 
breve reseña histórica, describe el enfoque de FUSBC para la formación 
integral, analiza los métodos de evaluación y acompañamiento de FUS-
BC y narra los cambios impulsados por el COVID-19.

Introducción

La formación integral es una meta recurrente en la educación teológica 
en América Latina. Este objetivo comúnmente se ha logrado al entrela-
zar el compromiso con las Escrituras, la relevancia para el contexto, la 
formación del carácter y la vida comunitaria. Recientemente, los avanc-
es tecnológicos y los cambios en la educación provocados por las mo-
dalidades de enseñanza en línea han desafiado estas prácticas de edu-
cación teológica, en las que el profesorado y el personal administrativo 
se habían sentido un cierto grado de comodidad. Luego, en 2020-2022, 
la pandemia de COVID-19 creó desafíos adicionales para muchas insti-
tuciones que aún no habían determinado cómo integrar la formación 
holística con la educación en línea, pero que se vieron obligadas a uti-
lizar la educación en línea para hacer frente a la pandemia. Este artículo 
aborda cuestiones sobre la incorporación de la formación holística en 
la enseñanza en línea, los métodos de evaluación y acompañamiento 
de FUSBC en el proceso de formación holística y los efectos (actuales 
y potenciales) de la pandemia en la institución. Aunque muchos de los 
impactos del COVID aún no son visibles, este artículo pretende mostrar 
cómo, antes de la pandemia y durante ella, se siguió construyendo una 
formación integral a través de prácticas intencionales en la formación 
de los estudiantes y la vida comunitaria.
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Trasfondo

Historias y cursos

El Seminario Bíblico de Colombia (conocido por sus siglas en español, 
FUSBC) es una institución confesional cristiana ubicada en la ciudad de 
Medellín, en el noroeste de Colombia. FUSBC fue fundada en 1944 por la 
Sociedad Misionera Oriental (OMS, ahora One Mission Society). Debido 
a la Segunda Guerra Mundial, los misioneros de la OMS abandonaron 
Japón y Corea y se trasladaron a Colombia. Estos misioneros estab-
lecieron FUSBC como un sitio de capacitación para pastores y laicos de 
la creciente iglesia evangélica colombiana. Durante sus dos primeras 
décadas, FUSBC se convirtió en un lugar común de encuentro de la igle-
sia colombiana, hecho que fortaleció su carácter interconfesional.

A lo largo de su historia y cursos, FUSBC se ha centrado principalmente 
en el estudio de la Biblia. El ofrece educación evangélica e interconfe-
sional para la iglesia colombiana. Sirve a más de 40 denominaciones y 
cerca de 40 iglesias independientes, y recibe estudiantes de un espec-
tro que incluye iglesias colombianas tradicionales y neopentecostales.

En la década de 1970, FUSBC realizó una autoevaluación inspirada en la 
pregunta de cómo responder mejor al contexto colombiano, especial-
mente a los desafíos de la teología de la liberación. Esta autoevaluación 
condujo al crecimiento de FUSBC en los años siguientes en instala-
ciones físicas, cuerpo docente y un plan para alcanzar el estatus univer-
sitario. La decisión de buscar este estatus se produjo en parte como re-
spuesta a los cambios nacionales en Colombia, incluido el surgimiento 
de una nueva constitución nacional que consagró la libertad de religión. 
FUSBC completó este proceso y se convirtió en una universidad formal 
en el año 2000.

Luego y bajo la supervisión del Ministerio de Educación Nacional de 
Colombia, en el año 2002, la FUSBC acreditó su primer programa univer-
sitario, la licenciatura en teología. Ahora mismo, la versión presencial 
de este programa cuenta con unos 65 alumnos; la versión en línea tiene 
alrededor de 120 estudiantes.

En 2010, FUSBC ofreció su primer posgrado especializado en ética 
y pensamiento cristiano. Esta especialización fue también el primer 
programa que FUSBC ofreció completamente en línea. En 2014, luego 
de una reforma curricular, el programa de teología también se ofreció 
en línea. Finalmente, a fines de 2021, FUSBC recibió la aprobación para 
crear una Maestría en Interpretación Bíblica. Alrededor de 8 estudiantes 
están en la primera cohorte.
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Además, FUSBC ofrece programas de formación profesional y educación 
continua. Llega a cerca de 2.000 personas a través de estos cursos cor-
tos, talleres y diplomados.

Como se indica en la breve narrativa anterior, FUSBC se ha convertido en 
pionera en América Latina en la enseñanza en línea. Esto ha sucedido 
gracias a alianzas con otras instituciones a nivel global que han apoya-
do el desarrollo de la educación en línea durante los últimos 15 años.

Desafíos contextuales

FUSBC ha enfrentado diferentes desafíos en su contexto. Una iglesia 
polarizada es uno de estos desafíos. La iglesia en Colombia a lo largo 
de los años se ha dividido en su respuesta a cuestiones doctrinales, 
políticas y sociales. Esta polarización afecta al seminario, ya que busca 
formar estudiantes de muchos grupos diferentes. FUSBC busca manten-
er el equilibrio como institución interreligiosa, pero eso no es fácil.

Otro desafío proviene de fuera de la comunidad cristiana, ya que FUSBC 
considera cómo la iglesia puede responder teológicamente a las facetas 
de la sociedad colombiana. La gente está lidiando con el progresismo 
social, la globalización, las agendas internacionales y los cambios 
políticos internos. Formar líderes para una iglesia que enfrente estas 
realidades y al mismo tiempo dar respuestas académicas y teológicas a 
estas realidades desde el cuerpo docente son oportunidades y desafíos 
para FUSBC.

Un desafío final para FUSBC es la estabilidad financiera. ¿Cómo apoya el 
seminario la educación en medio de un contexto económico complejo? 
Los cristianos colombianos no tienden a priorizar la educación teológi-
ca. Esta perspectiva conduce a un bajo número de estudiantes en FUSBC 
y requerirá que la institución reconsidere la viabilidad financiera a largo 
plazo.

Entrenamiento Holístico en FUSBC

Cómo define FUSBC la formación

FUSBC tiene como objetivo formar a los estudiantes para transformar su 
entorno personal, familiar y social a la luz del Evangelio. Busca formar 
ministros para las tareas pastorales, educativas y sociales necesarias 
para ayudar al pueblo de Dios a cumplir su misión en el mundo. Busca 
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producir teólogos comprometidos tanto con el crecimiento numérico de 
la iglesia como con la profundización de la fe de los creyentes.

Este trabajo se da dentro de dos realidades: el propio quehacer teológi-
co, con su carácter universal, y el contexto particular latinoamericano (y, 
más específicamente, colombiano). Si bien la globalización trae avances 
en la prosperidad económica, el confort material, la comunicación y las 
tecnologías de la información, no necesariamente produce sociedades 
éticas o equitativas. La corrupción, la desigualdad, el consumismo, 
la violencia y el irrespeto a la propiedad y a la vida humana marcan la 
situación colombiana.

Estas tensiones desafían a la iglesia y han motivado FUSBC a diseñar 
un currículo que ayude a combatir comportamientos y patrones de 
pensamiento desastrosos. FUSBC establece en su plan de desarrollo la 
necesidad de narrativas que ayuden a los estudiantes a vivir en medio 
del caos. Con relación a esto, una educación religiosa puede formar un 
carácter y brindar una identidad comprometida con la construcción de 
comunidad en medio de las diferencias (ver plan estratégico de la FUS-
BC). Para formar así a los estudiantes, FUSBC ofrece una visión holística 
de la formación teológica.

Sin embargo, los medios para tornar realidad esta visión difieren entre 
programas, modalidades y niveles. Daré ejemplos en la sección que 
sigue, pero aquí quiero enfatizar que, en los programas presenciales, 
la enseñanza se hace de manera holística. Los programas presencia-
les de FUSBC son normalmente ofrecidos como residenciales, aunque 
no cumplen del todo con esta definición, ya que casi la mitad de los 
estudiantes no viven en el campus, sino que residen en los alrededores 
de la ciudad. A pesar de no vivir directamente en el campus, los estudi-
antes de los programas “residenciales” tienen una interacción continua 
con los docentes y el resto de la comunidad académica, de tal manera 
que se emulan las particularidades de desarrollo y convivencia que son 
comunes en los programas residenciales. Así, en los programas pres-
enciales de FUSBC, los docentes pueden conectar de manera holística 
el conocimiento académico y la vida comunitaria. Estas conexiones 
resultan en una formación espiritual que ocurre a través de la práctica 
ministerial en el campus. Los profesores trabajan con los estudiantes 
para ayudarlos a crecer espiritualmente, enseñándoles explícitamente 
en las relaciones interpersonales y a través del desarrollo intelectual.

En los programas en línea, FUSBC tiene que manejar diferentes desafíos 
en la búsqueda de la formación integral de los estudiantes. Los estudi-
antes en línea tienen acceso a los mismos elementos de capacitación 
en términos de resultados de aprendizaje, contenido, actividades de 
aprendizaje y tutoría por parte de los maestros y el equipo de soporte 
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en línea. Aunque, en teoría, la experiencia tiene los mismos compo-
nentes que los programas presenciales, la tutoría es mucho más difícil 
debido a las distancias físicas y temporales inherentes al aprendizaje 
en línea. Estas distancias no permiten que los estudiantes participen 
de la vida comunitaria que se desarrolla en el campus de FUSBC. Frente 
a esta realidad, el programa en línea de FUSBC conecta a los estudi-
antes con mentores en sus propias comunidades locales; esta conexión 
permite a los estudiantes mantener vínculos firmes con su comunidad 
y aprender aspectos de la práctica ministerial y la formación espiritual. 
(En algunos casos necesarios, FUSBC asigna a un docente de tiempo 
completo la función de acompañar activamente a un estudiante a través 
de reuniones periódicas vía Zoom o presencialmente). Además, los es-
tudiantes en línea tienen un mentor en FUSBC que los acompaña en sus 
procesos académicos desde una perspectiva pastoral.

Así, FUSBC ofrece dos figuras diferentes de mentoría. El mentor de for-
mación espiritual no está necesariamente vinculado a FUSBC, sino que 
acompaña al estudiante a lo largo de su proceso de formación, reporta 
a FUSBC y recibe un plan de trabajo de FUSBC. El mentor académico es 
miembro del cuerpo docente de FUSBC, parte del programa en línea de 
FUSBC y acompaña a los estudiantes a través de herramientas en línea. 
Todos los estudiantes de FUSBC tienen un mentor de formación espiritu-
al, pero solo los estudiantes en línea tienen dos mentores como este.

Contexto y formación

La formación holística debe responder a factores contextuales. En el 
contexto colombiano, FUSBC toma dos componentes culturales para 
ayudar a estructurar la formación, independientemente del nivel o la 
modalidad:

Relaciones: La vida en Colombia es inherentemente relacional. Por lo 
tanto, los estudiantes de FUSBC deben formarse por las relaciones y 
para las relaciones. Con este fin, FUSBC enfatiza el servicio comunitario. 
Todos los estudiantes del programa presencial participan en el servicio 
por lo menos 16 horas por semestre. En este servicio, el estudiante se 
forma en su carácter y su comprensión del ministerio cristiano a través 
del desempeño de un oficio o trabajo en el campus. De manera simi-
lar, los estudiantes participan en la formación espiritual comunitaria 
durante los tiempos de oración, devocionales y adoración en la capilla. 
También participan en actividades culturales, como una noche que 
celebra la comida y los elementos culturales típicos de la región de cada 
estudiante, o una noche de juegos y deportes.

Tradición cristiana: Una dificultad para FUSBC con relación a la for-
mación integral proviene de la cultura evangélica colombiana. En el 
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ambiente colombiano, la espiritualidad se entiende puramente como 
disciplina individual. La espiritualidad solo adquiere un componente 
comunal en la adoración corporativa. Esta perspectiva hace que los 
creyentes generen listas de verificación para la espiritualidad que 
generalmente incluyen tres componentes: lectura de la Biblia, oración 
y reunión. Tal práctica puede generar una falsa sensación de control 
sobre la propia espiritualidad. Las personas tienden a ignorar otras 
disciplinas espirituales, y este hecho nubla el desarrollo de la madurez 
cristiana holística.

FUSBC busca responder a esta situación en sus planes de estudio. Se 
han desarrollado dos resultados de aprendizaje para abordarlos y pro-
mover una formación integral. Los estudiantes deben:
     •	 Vivir y actuar junto a otros en ambientes de trabajo teológico en 	
	 formas que evidencien valores relacionales.
     •	 Demostrar en reflexiones, actitudes y comportamientos una 	
	 convicción de fe que surge de la interiorización de una cosmov-	
	 isión cristiana.

El desarrollo de estos aprendizajes se puede evidenciar a través de las 
prácticas ministeriales que todos los estudiantes, tanto presenciales 
como en línea, deben desarrollar durante sus cursos. Por ejemplo, 
cuando los profesores evalúan la práctica ministerial de los estudiantes 
al final de cada semestre, esperan ver una valoración positiva de las 
relaciones de un estudiante en su comunidad de fe. Asimismo, en el 
diario de formación espiritual que cada estudiante desarrolla junto con 
su práctica ministerial, se espera que reflexione sobre su convicción de 
fe frente a los desafíos que enfrenta a nivel personal, familiar, eclesial 
y social. Finalmente, en esa evaluación de fin de semestre, el cuerpo 
docente evalúa las actitudes y comportamientos de los estudiantes, no 
solo su crecimiento intelectual.

En general, FUSBC cree que la formación integral debe involucrar a toda 
la comunidad, especialmente a los docentes, pero no solo a ellos. Todos 
en la comunidad FUSBC contribuyen a la formación de los estudiantes. 
Por supuesto, el cuerpo docente participa más activamente interactu-
ando con los estudiantes, probándolos y rastreando cómo crecen en 
conocimiento y fe. El cuerpo docente orienta los talleres de práctica 
ministerial; además, los profesores abren sus casas a los “sobrinos” 
estudiantes. Además, en el enfoque de FUSBC, el personal adminis-
trativo busca tener una actitud formativa en las interacciones con los 
estudiantes. En los programas en línea, los administradores son menos 
visibles y los estudiantes interactúan más con sus mentores académi-
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cos. Sin embargo, ya sea en línea o en persona, la comunidad es una 
parte importante de la formación de FUSBC.

Ejemplos de formación en programas presenciales

El aspecto más importante de la formación holística se da dentro del 
plan de práctica ministerial. Bajo la práctica ministerial, en cada uno 
de los nueve semestres que dura el programa, cada estudiante realiza 
un trabajo al interior de la iglesia u organización basada en la fe. Este 
trabajo práctico en la iglesia está relacionado con los contenidos que el 
estudiante está viendo en su semestre académico. Durante la práctica 
ministerial, un mentor asignado por la iglesia (o provisto por el semi-
nario) acompaña a a cada estudiante. Este mentor debe ser del mismo 
género que el estudiante y al menos 10 años mayor que este. Al finalizar 
el semestre el estudiante elabora un reporte de evaluación del proceso 
de práctica. Esta evaluación incluye una reflexión sobre su avance y 
desarrollo en las disciplinas espirituales trabajadas en el semestre. La 
iglesia local (u organización) también envía una evaluación del estudi-
ante y su progreso en el trabajo práctico. 

Adicional a esto, durante los nueve semestres, cada estudiante deberá 
desarrollar un proyecto de formación espiritual en el que debe incorpo-
rar uno de los seis valores institucionales de la FUSBC: amor, justicia, 
integridad, humildad, gratitud y santidad. La FUSBC también provee un 
acompañamiento semanal a través de un taller de práctica facilitado por 
miembros de la facultad. Durante este taller los estudiantes intercambi-
an información acerca de sus estudios y aprendizajes en la práctica y el 
profesor provee retroalimentación. 

Una segunda estrategia orientada hacia los estudiantes en el programa 
presencial es la vida en comunidad. Esta estrategia está compuesta por 
varias aproximaciones, incluyendo un servicio religioso semanal para 
toda la comunidad y actividades enfocadas por grupos (i.e. solteros, 
casados, mujeres, etc.). La FUSBC también colabora con solteros y 
familias a través del “plan sobrino”, in este plan cada familia recibe a un 
estudiante soltero y le provee al menos una comida por semana y otros 
servicios o espacios para el soltero. Estas estrategias se desarrollan 
bajo la expectativa de que la vida en comunidad contribuye a la for-
mación espiritual. A medida que los estudiantes viven junto con la fac-
ultad, los administrativos y otros estudiantes en un campus pequeño, 
aprenden cómo se puede modelar el amor cristiano en el día a día.

Finalmente, el salón de clase también aporta a la formación espiritual, a 
medida que cada miembro de la facultad integra el desarrollo personal 
dentro de los contenidos del curso. Este desarrollo tiene un impacto 
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bajo en la calificación de cada estudiante, pero hace parte de la revisión 
que cada fin de semestre realiza la facultad. En casos individuales, los 
docentes brindan acompañamiento pastoral; esto puede ocurrir for-
malmente, a través de la Decanatura, o informalmente, por iniciativa de 
algún miembro de la facultad. Juntos, estos ejemplos ilustran cómo los 
programas presenciales de la FUSBC alientan a los estudiantes a desarr-
ollar y abordar inquietudes personales y contextuales

Ejemplos de formación en programas en línea

Los programas en línea de FUSBC también ofrecen estrategias para una 
amplia formación. Al igual que en los programas residenciales, para los 
programas en línea, la práctica ministerial es la prioridad. La formación 
de los estudiantes en programas en línea sigue el mismo patrón que los 
programas presenciales descritos anteriormente, pero, por supuesto, 
los estudiantes están involucrados en el trabajo en sus comunidades de 
origen.

Como se mencionó anteriormente, FUSBC proporciona mentores para 
estudiantes en programas en línea. Estos mentores difieren de aquellos 
que acompañan el trabajo de práctica ministerial de los estudiantes. 
Ofrecen un contacto rápido, directo y continuo entre los estudiantes en 
línea y FUSBC. Acompañan a los estudiantes a lo largo de sus cursos y 
refieren casos que requieren orientación adicional a otros profesores.

Los estudiantes en línea tienen la ventaja de mantener las raíces en 
sus comunidades eclesiales de origen. El hecho de que puedan realizar 
sus estudios en su lugar de origen – con sus familias, amigos, iglesias, 
lugares de trabajo, etc. – les permite poner en práctica lo aprendido 
de forma más inmediata. Debido a que es posible que los estudiantes 
ya conozcan a los mentores de su comunidad, esos mentores pueden 
desempeñar un papel más importante en el desarrollo de los estudi-
antes (en lugar de que los estudiantes tengan que establecer relaciones 
con nuevos mentores en el campus de FUSBC, como en los programas 
presenciales).

Estos elementos se entrelazan con el desarrollo académico de los es-
tudiantes. Cada semestre, los estudiantes en línea participan en una se-
rie de materias en las que mantienen contacto a través de la plataforma 
educativa con el docente, con sus compañeros y grupos de WhatsApp 
iniciados por FUSBC pero administrados por los propios estudiantes. El 
estudio en el aula se lleva a cabo a medida que el estudiante participa 
en reuniones sincrónicas semanales, trabaja en su contexto y realiza 
evaluaciones asincrónicas. Se ha elegido un formato semanal porque 
permite un seguimiento más rápido y da visibilidad a las ausencias de 
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los estudiantes para que los profesores de FUSBC puedan notar más 
rápidamente qué estudiantes necesitan atención especial.

Evaluación

En FUSBC la evaluación es parte fundamental de la formación. FUSBC 
evalúa tanto sus propias prácticas como las de sus alumnos. Compartiré 
dos de las estrategias de evaluación de FUSBC y una preocupación.

Primero, como parte de las mejoras curriculares, FUSBC evalúa el con-
texto colombiano. El cuerpo docente y la junta participan en este proce-
so, que escucha el profesorado, los administradores, los estudiantes, 
los exalumnos y las partes interesadas en las iglesias individuales y en 
la sociedad. FUSBC utiliza una matriz PEST para esta evaluación, con 
dos elementos adicionales, por lo que se denomina PEST+2. Esta matriz 
evalúa la realidad política, económica, social y tecnológica de Colom-
bia; FUSBC también ha agregado religión y educación. Después de que 
FUSBC utiliza la matriz PEST+2 para evaluar su contexto, considera 
cómo responder durante la próxima década. ¿Cómo se desarrollará el 
país? ¿Cómo evolucionará la formación integral de FUSBC en respuesta? 
Como comunidad sabemos que no solo nos estamos capacitando para 
el presente sino para el futuro.

Junto con la evaluación PEST+2, FUSBC es evaluado por el gobierno 
nacional colombiano. Como institución oficial, FUSBC debe cumplir con 
ciertos estándares. La comunidad FUSBC ve como una práctica normal y 
saludable la evaluación interna que se reporta a una entidad externa. El 
lema de la agencia nacional de acreditación de Colombia es “Di lo que 
haces, haz lo que dices, muéstralo y mejóralo”. Este lema ha llevado a 
FUSBC a mejorar la documentación de procesos y revisión de prácticas 
para que los alumnos reciban una formación más consistente.

En estas dos modalidades de evaluación institucional, a algunos en 
FUSBC todavía les preocupa que solo estemos informando sobre las 
actividades. A veces, estas evaluaciones deben proceder tan rápido que 
no podemos reflexionar con suficiente cuidado sobre lo que está fun-
cionando (o no). FUSBC entrega informes cuatro veces al año sobre sus 
actividades. Todas las partes interesadas de la institución (personal, 
alumnos, egresados) participan de estos informes. Además, los estudi-
antes evalúan cada clase cada vez que se ofrece y los maestros evalúan 
a cada estudiante al final de cada semestre. Cada maestro es evaluado y 
realiza una autoevaluación cada año. Tantas evaluaciones generan una 
enorme cantidad de información que puede ser difícil de procesar y que 
puede no permitir una reflexión cuidadosa que conduzca a la mejora.
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El impacto de la pandemia de COVID-19

La pandemia de COVID-19 ha desafiado casi todos los aspectos de la 
vida en todos los rincones de nuestra sociedad. La educación teológica 
no fue inmune. Entre marzo de 2020 y diciembre de 2022, FUSBC tuvo 
que responder a los desafíos de la pandemia en dos niveles.

Como se mencionó anteriormente, FUSBC había ofrecido educación 
en línea mucho antes de la pandemia, por lo que cuando comenzó la 
pandemia, los planes de estudio, las tareas, los métodos de comuni-
cación, las plataformas de enseñanza, etc., ya estaban implementados. 
En efecto, desde 2006, los docentes han sido capacitados en el uso de 
la tecnología para la enseñanza, tanto por parte del gobierno nacional 
como de la institución. Esto significó que el cuerpo docente de FUSBC 
ya contaba con las habilidades adecuadas en el manejo de tecnologías 
educativas para la enseñanza en línea. Entonces, cuando Colombia de-
claró una emergencia sanitaria en marzo de 2020, los cursos de FUSBC 
se pusieron en línea.

Toda la enseñanza en programas presenciales se trasladó a Zoom en 
2020. Los profesores intentaron mantener el mismo horario de clases 
en línea que en persona, aunque hubo que modificar actividades como 
el trabajo en grupo y la investigación en la biblioteca. En conjunto, el 
programa presencial emuló el trabajo presencial tanto como fue posible 
en línea y buscó volver al aprendizaje presencial lo más rápido posible. 
De hecho, a finales de enero de 2021, FUSBC fue una de las primeras 
instituciones de educación superior en Colombia en retomar la docencia 
presencial.

Por supuesto, mientras que el programa presencial tuvo que ajustarse, 
el programa en línea preexistente continuó con sus actividades nor-
males. Sin embargo, la facultad que ya enseñaba en línea se vio so-
brecargada durante la pandemia. Esta carga sucedió a medida que las 
reuniones sincrónicas con los estudiantes se hicieron más frecuentes 
y los estudiantes que ya estaban en programas en línea querían más 
reuniones sincrónicas de las planeadas originalmente para el programa 
en línea. Es decir, el alumnado en línea vio en Zoom y herramientas 
similares una posibilidad de tener un contacto más cercano y continuo 
con los docentes y tomó la iniciativa de solicitarlo – sin embargo, con el 
paso de las semanas, estos encuentros empezaron a ser una carga tanto 
para los estudiantes como para los maestros, quienes vieron aumentar 
la cantidad de encuentros mediados por la tecnología tanto en el semi-
nario como en la iglesia.
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Luego de esta rápida respuesta a la situación creada por la pandemia, 
FUSBC encontró desafíos a más largo plazo para su desarrollo. Prime-
ro, los estudiantes del programa presencial comenzaron a cuestionar 
la necesidad de asistir a todas las clases de manera presencial. Estas 
preguntas han presionado a los maestros para que hagan que el tiempo 
de clase presencial sea realmente valioso para los estudiantes.

Además, aunque el cuerpo docente de FUSBC ya estaba capacitado en 
la enseñanza en línea, la infraestructura tecnológica de FUSBC tuvo 
problemas para respaldar tanto aprendizaje en línea. FUSBC no tenía 
la capacidad técnica suficiente para permitir que la enseñanza en línea 
siguiera creciendo. Por lo tanto, FUSBC creó una modalidad de enseñan-
za híbrida en la que los alumnos en línea y presenciales participan en 
encuentros presenciales sincrónicos. La gestión de alumnos en línea y 
presencial a la vez ha sido un reto para los docentes y ha cambiado la 
dinámica del aula. Los profesores no tienen tiempo para crear dos con-
juntos de contenido para dos conjuntos de estudiantes; esto también 
ha sido un desafío. Sin embargo, la modalidad híbrida ha brindado un 
mayor apoyo económico a algunos cursos al incrementar la matrícula 
(sin afectar los límites saludables de docentes). Además, el gobierno 
colombiano ahora reconoce oficialmente los cursos híbridos. Este recon-
ocimiento permitió a FUSBC trasladar su Maestría en Interpretación 
Bíblica a una modalidad híbrida en la que los estudiantes dentro y fuera 
del campus pueden aprender en el mismo programa.

En tercer lugar, la pandemia ha obligado a FUSBC a pensar en cómo se 
asesora a cada estudiante fuera del aula. El tiempo de clase da forma a 
algunos componentes de la vida del estudiante, pero otros aspectos del 
desarrollo ministerial requieren conversaciones intencionales sobre la 
orientación vocacional. Especialmente en los programas presenciales, 
los estudiantes han encontrado pocas oportunidades de servicio en la 
iglesia. Por lo tanto, los estudiantes y las iglesias necesitan más orient-
ación sobre cómo aprovechar al máximo la práctica ministerial. FUSBC 
ya está tratando de abordar esta brecha; por ejemplo, iniciamos un se-
millero vocacional que permite a los estudiantes más jóvenes identificar 
su vocación y su relación con la iglesia.

Ha llegado un cuarto desafío para el programa en línea de FUSBC. La 
pandemia aceleró los avances en el aprendizaje en línea a nivel mun-
dial. Debido a estos avances, los estudiantes esperan que el apren-
dizaje en línea se presente con un estándar tecnológico más alto. No 
es un problema de contenido sino de formato. Los estudiantes esperan 
reuniones y videoconferencias más sincrónicas, pero los programas 
de FUSBC se diseñaron originalmente para ser asincrónicos. Este es 
un componente que se está trabajando en la actual reforma curricular, 
buscando un equilibrio entre asíncrono y sincrónico en el programa vir-
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tual y una mayor interrelación a través del enfoque híbrido entre ambos 
programas (presencial y en línea).

En última instancia, la pandemia creó un desafío económico para 
FUSBC. Las iglesias y los estudiantes vieron caer drásticamente sus 
ingresos durante la pandemia. Este ajuste financiero resultó en que 
menos personas se inscribieran en FUSBC. Por lo tanto, las meno-
res matrículas, además de la baja capacidad tecnológica de FUSBC, 
amenazan la sostenibilidad a largo plazo. Y más estudiantes buscan 
asesoramiento para hacer frente a las crisis de salud mental, pero el 
cuerpo docente de FUSB no ha crecido, por lo que la institución lucha 
por apoyar bien a los estudiantes.

Conclusión

FUSBC ha buscado a lo largo de su historia brindar una formación inte-
gral a sus estudiantes como parte de su compromiso de servir a Dios, 
a la iglesia ya la sociedad. FUSBC busca incorporar a toda la comuni-
dad académica en la formación de los estudiantes, ya sea de manera 
presencial o en línea. Reconociendo que las iglesias locales también 
son agentes de capacitación, buscamos construir relaciones de trabajo 
estrechas con las iglesias locales.

Estos procesos de formación han sido desafiados por el aprendizaje en 
línea durante la pandemia. La experiencia de FUSBC con la educación en 
línea antes de la pandemia nos permitió ofrecer una buena educación 
durante el confinamiento; sin embargo, los efectos de la pandemia han 
creado desafíos mayores que debemos abordar. Ya se están abordando 
algunos desafíos, incluidos los cambios en los resultados del apren-
dizaje y los ajustes de las modalidades, pero otros aún están en proce-
so, ya que requieren una mayor interacción con la iglesia. Sin importar 
los desafíos, a pesar de las realidades cambiantes del entorno, FUSBC 
sigue comprometida con formar estudiantes que sirvan a Dios, a la 
iglesia y a la sociedad.



85

Vol. 8   No. 1
InSights Journal

Biografía del autor: Jhohan Centeno actualmente es 
Vicerrector Académico de FUSBC. Jhohan es teólogo con 
una Maestría en Educación con énfasis en Educación 
Virtual (UNAB, 2011) y acaba de terminar su Doctorado 
en Teología (UPB). También es ministro licenciado de 
la Iglesia del Evangelio Cuadrangular. Ha enseñado 
hermenéutica y se ha desempeñado como consultor de 
educación virtual para diferentes seminarios en América 
Latina.

Referencias

Fundación Universitaria Seminario Bíblico de Colombia. Plan estratégi-
co 2018-2022. 1 Febrero 2023. Accesible: https://www.unisbc.edu.co/
wp-content/uploads/2018/08/PLAN_DESARROLLO_2018_2022.pdf



86

Insights Journal   Vol. 8  No. 1InSights Journal   Vol. 8  No. 1

Biblical Seminary of Colombia: 
Practices for Holistic Formation  
Jhohan Centeno                         

Abstract

This article addresses some of the practices of the Biblical Seminary of 
Colombia (FUSBC) in relation to holistic formation, with special attention 
to the pandemic’s impact on these practices. It presents a brief histori-
cal overview, describes FUSBC’s approach to holistic training, analyzes 
FUSBC’s evaluation and accompaniment methods, and narrates changes 
driven by COVID-19.

Introduction

Holistic formation is a recurring goal within theological education in Lat-
in America. This goal has commonly been achieved by intertwining en-
gagement with Scripture, relevance to context, character formation, and 
community life. Recently, technological advances and changes in educa-
tion brought about by online teaching modalities have challenged these 
practices of theological education, in which faculty and staff had felt a 
certain degree of comfort. Then, in 2020-2022, the COVID-19 pandemic 
created additional challenges for many institutions that had not yet 
determined how to integrate holistic formation with online education, 
but that were forced to use online education to cope with the pandemic. 
This paper addresses questions about holistic formation’s incorporation 
in online teaching, FUSBC’s methods of evaluation and accompaniment 
in the holistic formation process, and the pandemic’s affects (current 
and potential) on the institution. Although many of COVID’s impacts are 
not yet visible, this article aims to show how, before the pandemic and 
during it, holistic formation continued to be built through intentional 
practices in student training and community life.
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Background

History and courses

The Biblical Seminary of Colombia (known by its Spanish acronym, FUS-
BC) is a Christian confessional institution located in the city of Medellín, 
in northwestern Colombia. FUSBC was founded in 1944 by the Oriental 
Missionary Society (OMS, now One Mission Society). Because of World 
War II, WHO missionaries left Japan and Korea and moved to Colombia. 
These missionaries established FUSBC as a training site for pastors and 
lay people of the growing Colombian evangelical church. During its first 
two decades, FUSBC became a common meeting place for the Colombi-
an church, a fact that strengthened its interdenominational character.

Throughout its history and courses, FUSBC has focused primarily on 
the study of the Bible. It offers evangelical and interdenominational 
education for the Colombian church. It serves over 40 denominations 
and close to 40 independent churches, and it receives students from a 
spectrum that includes traditional Colombian churches and neo-Pente-
costals.

In the 1970s, FUSBC conducted a self-assessment inspired by the ques-
tion of how best to respond to the Colombian context, especially to the 
challenges of liberation theology. This self-assessment led to FUSBC’s 
growth in subsequent years in physical facilities, faculty, and a plan to 
achieve university status. The decision to seek this status came partly in 
response to national changes in Colombia, including the emergence of 
a new national constitution that enshrined freedom of religion. FUSBC 
completed this process and became a formal university in 2000.

After this and under the supervision of the Ministry of National Educa-
tion of Colombia, in 2002, FUSBC accredited its first university program, 
the degree in theology. Right now, the face-to-face version of this pro-
gram has about 65 students; the online version has about 120 students.

In 2010, FUSBC offered its first postgraduate course specializing in eth-
ics and Christian thought. This specialization was also the first program 
that FUSBC offered completely online. In 2014, following a curricular 
reform, the theology program was also offered online. Finally, at the end 
of 2021, FUSBC received approval to create a Master’s Degree in Biblical 
Interpretation. About 8 students are in the first cohort.

In addition, FUSBC offers professional training and continuing education 
programs. It reaches close to 2,000 people through these short courses, 
workshops, and diplomas.
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As indicated in the brief narrative above, FUSBC has become a pioneer 
in Latin America in online teaching. This has happened thanks to alli-
ances with other institutions at a global level that have supported the 
development of online education during the last 15 years.

Contextual challenges

FUSBC has faced different challenges in its context. A polarized church 
is one of these challenges. The church in Colombia over the years has 
been divided in its response to doctrinal, political, and social issues. 
This polarization affects the seminary, as it seeks to train students from 
many different groups. FUSBC seeks to maintain balance as an interfaith 
institution, but that is not easy.

Another challenge comes from outside the Christian community, as 
FUSBC considers how the church can respond theologically to facets 
of Colombian society. People are dealing with social progressivism, 
globalization, international agendas, and internal political changes. 
Forming leaders for a church that faces these realities and at the same 
time giving academic and theological responses to these realities from 
the faculty are opportunities and challenges for FUSBC.

A final challenge for FUSBC is financial stability. How does the seminary 
support education in the midst of a complex economic context? Co-
lombian Christians do not tend to prioritize theological education. This 
prospect leads to low student numbers at FUSBC and will require the 
institution to reconsider long-term financial viability.

Holistic Training at FUSBC

How FUSBC defines formation

FUSBC aims to train students to transform their personal, family, and 
social environments in light of the Gospel. It seeks to form ministers 
for the pastoral, educational, and social tasks necessary to help God’s 
people fulfill their mission in the world. It seeks to produce theologians 
committed both to the church’s numerical growth and the deepening of 
believers’ faith. 

This work occurs within two realities: the theological task itself, with its 
universal character, and the particular Latin American (and, more spe-
cifically, Colombian) context. Although globalization brings advances in 
economic prosperity, material comfort, communication, and information 
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technologies, it does not necessarily produce ethical or equitable soci-
eties. Corruption, inequality, consumerism, violence, and disrespect for 
property and human life mark the Colombian situation. 

These tensions challenge the church and have motivated FUSBC to de-
sign a curriculum that helps combat disastrous behaviors and thought 
patterns. FUSBC establishes in its development plan the need for narra-
tives that help students to live in the midst of chaos. In relation to this, 
a religious education can form character and provide an identity com-
mitted to building community in the midst of differences (see FUSBC’s 
strategic plan). To form students this way, FUSBC offers a holistic vision 
for theological formation. 

However, the means to make this vision a reality differ across programs, 
modalities, and levels. I will give examples in the section that follows, 
but here I want to emphasize that, in face-to-face programs, teaching 
is done holistically. FUSBC’s face-to-face programs are usually offered 
as residential, although they do not fully meet this definition, because 
almost half of the students do not live on campus but reside around the 
city. Despite not living directly on campus, students in “residential” pro-
grams have continuous interaction with teachers and the rest of the aca-
demic community, in such a way that the particularities of development 
and coexistence that are common in residential programs are emulated. 
Thus, in FUSBC’s face-to-face programs, teachers can connect academic 
knowledge and community life holistically. These connections result in 
spiritual formation that occurs through ministry practice on campus. 
The faculty works with students to help them grow spiritually, explicitly 
teaching them in interpersonal relationships and through intellectual 
development.

In online programs, FUSBC must manage different challenges in pursuit 
of students’ holistic formation. Online students have access to the same 
training elements in terms of learning outcomes, content, learning activ-
ities, and mentoring by teachers and the online support team. Although, 
in theory, the experience has the same components as the face-to-face 
programs, mentoring is much more difficult because of the physical and 
temporal distances inherent in online learning. These distances do not 
allow students to participate in the community life developed on FUS-
BC’s campus. Faced with this reality, FUSBC’s online program connects 
students to mentors within their own local communities; this connec-
tion allows students to maintain firm ties with their community and to 
learn aspects of ministerial practice and spiritual formation. (In a few 
necessary cases, FUSBC assigns a full-time faculty member the function 
of actively accompanying a student through regular meetings via Zoom 
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or in person.) In addition, online students have a mentor at FUSBC who 
accompanies them in their academic processes from a pastoral perspec-
tive. 

Thus, FUSBC offers two different mentoring figures. The spiritual 
formation mentor is not necessarily linked to FUSBC but accompanies 
the student throughout his or her formation process, reports to FUSBC, 
and receives a work plan from FUSBC. The academic mentor is a FUSBC 
faculty member, part of FUSBC’s online program, and accompanies stu-
dents via online tools. All students at FUSBC have a spiritual formation 
mentor, but only online students have two mentors like this. 

Context and formation

Holistic formation must respond to contextual factors. Within the Co-
lombian context, FUSBC takes two cultural components to help shape 
formation, regardless of level or modality:

Relationships: Life in Colombia is inherently relational. Therefore, 
FUSBC students must be formed by relationships and for relationships. 
To this end, FUSBC emphasizes community service. All students in the 
face-to-face program participate in service for at least 16 hours per 
semester. In this service, the student is formed in his character and 
his understanding of Christian ministry through the performance of a 
trade or work on campus. Similarly, students participate in community 
spiritual formation during prayer times, devotionals, and worship in 
the chapel. They also participate in cultural activities, such as a night 
that celebrates the food and cultural elements typical of each student’s 
region, or a night for games and sports.  

Christian tradition: One difficulty for FUSBC in relation to holistic for-
mation comes from Colombian evangelical culture. In the Colombian 
environment, spirituality is understood purely as individual discipline. 
Spirituality only takes on a communal component in corporate worship. 
This perspective causes believers to generate checklists for spirituality 
that usually include three components: Bible reading, prayer, and gath-
ering. Such a practice can generate a false sense of control over one’s 
own spirituality. Individuals tend to ignore other spiritual disciplines, 
and this fact clouds the development of holistic Christian maturity.

FUSBC seeks to respond to this situation in its study plans. Two learning 
outcomes have been developed to address them and promote compre-
hensive training. Students should:
     •	 Live and act alongside others in theological work environments 	
	 in ways that evince relational values.
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     •	 Demonstrate in reflections, attitudes, and behaviors a convic-	
	 tion of faith that arises from the internalization of a Christian 	
	 worldview.

The development of these learning outcomes can be evidenced through 
the ministerial practices that all students, both face-to-face and online, 
must develop during their courses. For example, when faculty eval-
uate students’ ministerial practice at the end of each semester, they 
expect to see a positive assessment of a student’s relationships within 
their faith community. Also, in the spiritual formation journal that each 
student develops alongside his ministerial practice, he is expected to re-
flect on his conviction of faith in the face of the challenges that he faces 
at personal, family, ecclesial, and social levels. Finally, in that end-of-se-
mester evaluation, faculty evaluate students’ attitudes and behaviors – 
not just their intellectual growth. 

In general, FUSBC believes that holistic training should involve the 
whole community, especially teachers, but not only them. Everyone in 
the FUSBC community contributes to students’ training. Of course, the 
faculty is more actively involved by interacting with students, testing 
them, and tracking how they grow in knowledge and faith. The faculty 
guides the ministerial practice workshops; furthermore, teachers open 
their houses to student “nephews.” In addition, in FUSBC’s approach, 
administrative staff seek to take a formative attitude to interactions 
with students. In online programs, administrators are less visible, and 
students interact more with their academic mentors. However, wheth-
er online or in person, the community is an important part of FUSBC’s 
formation.

Examples of training in face-to-face programs

The most important aspect of holistic formation occurs within the 
ministerial practice plan. Under this plan, in each of the program’s nine 
semesters, each student completes an internship at a local church or 
religious organization. This internship must be related to the semester’s 
topics. During ministerial practice, a mentor assigned by the church (or 
provided by the seminary) accompanies each student. This mentor must 
be of the same sex as the student and must be at least ten years older 
than the student. To evaluate this process, at the end, the student writes 
a report that includes a reflection on his progress in the disciplines of 
ministerial practice. The church (or organization) also submits a report 
to the seminary on the student’s progress.

In addition, during those nine semesters, each student must develop a 
spiritual formation project that has to do with one of FUSBC’s six institu-
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tional values​​: love, justice, integrity, humility, gratitude, and holiness. 
FUSBC also provides weekly orientations for students through a facul-
ty-led workshop. During these workshops, students exchange informa-
tion about their studies, and the teacher provides feedback. 

A second strategy orients students in face-to-face programs towards 
community life. This strategy integrates various approaches, including a 
weekly community-wide service project and activities with focus groups 
(i.e. singles, couples, women, etc.). FUSBC also collaborates with sin-
gles and families through its “nephew plan,” in which a family receives 
a single person by providing one meal per week and possibly other ser-
vices. These strategies derive from the belief that sharing in community 
contributes to spiritual formation. As students live alongside faculty, 
administrators, and other students on a small campus, they learn how 
Christian love can be modeled on a day-to-day basis.

Finally, the classroom incorporates spiritual formation, as faculty inte-
grate personal development with course content. This development has 
a low impact on each student’s grade, but it is part of every end-of-se-
mester review conducted by the faculty. In individual cases, teachers 
provide pastoral accompaniment; this can occur formally, through the 
Dean’s office, or informally, at the initiative of the faculty. Together, 
these examples illustrate how FUSBC’s face-to-face programs encourage 
students to develop and address personal and contextual concerns.

Examples of training in online programs

FUSBC’s online programs also offer strategies for comprehensive train-
ing. As in residential programs, for online programs, ministerial prac-
tice is the priority. Formation for students in online programs follows 
the same pattern as the face-to-face programs described above, but of 
course students are involved in their work in their home communities.

As mentioned above, FUSBC provides mentors for students in online 
programs. These mentors differ from those who accompany students’ 
ministerial practice work. They offer quick, direct, continuous con-
tact between online students and FUSBC. They accompany students 
throughout their courses and refer cases that require additional guid-
ance to other professors.

Online students have the advantage of maintaining their roots in their 
ecclesial communities of origin. The fact that they can carry out their 
studies in their place of origin – with their families, friends, church-
es, workplaces, etc. – allows them to put into practice what they have 
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learned more immediately. Because students may already know their 
mentors from their community, those mentors can play a greater role 
in student development (rather than students having to build relation-
ships with new mentors on the FUSBC campus, as in the face-to-face 
programs).

These elements intertwine with students’ academic development. 
Each semester, online students participate in a number of subjects in 
which they maintain contact with the teacher through the educational 
platform and with their classmates through the educational platform 
and WhatsApp groups initiated by FUSBC but managed by the students 
themselves. Classroom study takes place as the student participates in 
weekly synchronous meetings, works in his context, and takes asyn-
chronous evaluations. A weekly format has been chosen because it 
allows faster follow-up and gives visibility to students’ absences so 
that FUSBC faculty can more quickly note which students need special 
attention.

Assessment

At FUSBC, evaluation is a fundamental part of formation. FUSBC evalu-
ates both its own practices and those of its students. I will share two of 
FUSBC’s evaluation strategies and one concern.

First, as part of curricular improvements, FUSBC evaluates the Colom-
bian context. The faculty and board participate in this process, which 
listens to faculty, administrators, students, alumni, and stakeholders 
in individual churches and in society. FUSBC uses a PEST matrix for 
this evaluation, with two additional elements, so it is called PEST+2. 
This matrix evaluates the political, economic, social, and technological 
realities of Colombia; FUSBC has also added religion and education. 
After FUSBC uses the PEST+2 matrix to assess its context, it considers 
how to respond over the next decade. How will the country develop? 
How will the comprehensive training of FUSBC evolve in response? As a 
community we know that we are not only training for the present but for 
the future.

Along with the PEST+2 evaluation, FUSBC is evaluated by the Colombian 
national government. As an official institution, FUSBC must meet certain 
standards. The FUSBC community sees internal evaluation that is report-
ed to an external entity as a normal and healthy practice. The motto of 
the national accreditation agency of Colombia is “Say what you do, do 
what you say, show it and improve it.” This motto has pushed FUSBC to 
improve the documentation of processes and review of practices so that 
students receive more consistent training.
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In these two modalities of institutional evaluation, some at FUSBC are 
still concerned that we are only reporting on activity. Sometimes these 
evaluations must proceed so quickly that we cannot reflect carefully 
enough on what is working (or not). FUSBC delivers reports four times a 
year on its activities. All stakeholders of the institution (staff, students, 
alumni) participate in these reports. In addition, students evaluate 
each class each time it is offered, and teachers evaluate each student 
at the end of each semester. Each teacher is evaluated and conducts a 
self-assessment each year. So many evaluations generate an enormous 
amount of information that can be difficult to process and that may not 
allow for careful thought leading to improvement.

The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic has challenged almost every aspect of life in 
every corner of our society. Theological education was not immune. 
Between March 2020 and December 2022, FUSBC had to respond to the 
pandemic’s challenges on two levels.

As mentioned above, FUSBC had offered online education long before 
the pandemic, so when the pandemic started, curricula, assignments, 
communication methods, teaching platforms, etc., were already in 
place. Indeed, since 2006, teachers have been trained in the use of 
technology for teaching, both by the national government and by the 
institution. This meant that the FUSBC faculty already had adequate 
skills in handling educational technologies for online teaching. So when 
Colombia declared a health emergency in March 2020, FUSBC’s courses 
went online.

All teaching in face-to-face programs moved to Zoom in 2020. Facul-
ty tried to keep the same online class schedule as in-person, though 
activities like group work and library research had to be modified. Taken 
together, the face-to-face program emulated face-to-face work as much 
as possible online and sought to return to face-to-face learning as quick-
ly as possible. In fact, at the end of January 2021, FUSBC was one of the 
first higher education institutions in Colombia to resume face-to-face 
teaching.

Of course, while the in-person program had to adjust, the pre-exist-
ing online program continued with its normal activities. However, the 
faculty already teaching online was overburdened during the pandemic. 
This burden happened as synchronous meetings with students became 
more frequent, and as students already in online programs wanted more 
synchronous meetings than originally planned for the online program. 
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That is to say, the online student body saw in Zoom and similar tools a 
possibility of having a closer and more continuous contact with teachers 
and took the initiative to request it – yet, as the weeks went by, these 
meetings began to be a burden for both students and teachers, who saw 
the number of technology-mediated encounters increase in both semi-
nary and church settings.

After this rapid response to the situation created by the pandemic, FUS-
BC encountered longer-term challenges for its development. First, stu-
dents in the face-to-face program began to question the need to attend 
all classes face-to-face. These questions have put pressure on teachers 
to make in-person class time truly valuable to students.

Also, although FUSBC faculty were already trained in online teaching, 
FUSBC’s technology infrastructure struggled to support so much online 
learning. FUSBC did not have enough technical capacity to allow on-
line teaching to continue to grow. Therefore, FUSBC created a hybrid 
teaching modality in which online and face-to-face students participate 
in synchronous classroom meetings. Managing students online and 
in person at the same time has been a challenge for teachers and has 
changed the dynamics of the classroom. Teachers do not have time to 
create two sets of content for two sets of students; this has also been a 
challenge. However, the hybrid modality has provided greater financial 
support for some courses by increasing enrollments (without affecting 
the healthy limits of teachers). Additionally, the Colombian government 
now officially recognizes hybrid courses. This recognition allowed FUS-
BC to move its Master’s in Biblical Interpretation to a hybrid modality in 
which students on and off campus can learn in the same program.

Third, the pandemic has forced FUSBC to think about how each student 
is mentored outside of the classroom. Classroom time shapes some 
components of the student’s life, but other aspects of ministerial devel-
opment require intentional conversations about vocational guidance. 
Especially in the face-to-face programs, students have found few oppor-
tunities for service in the church. Therefore, students – and churches 
– need more mentoring on how to make the most of ministerial practice. 
FUSBC is already seeking to address this gap; for example, we started a 
vocation seedbed that allows younger students to identify their vocation 
and its relationship to the church.

A fourth challenge has arrived for FUSBC’s online program. The pan-
demic accelerated advances in online learning globally. Due to these 
advances, students expect online learning to be presented with a higher 
technological standard. This is not a problem of content but of format. 
Students expect more synchronous meetings and video conferencing, 
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but FUSBC programs were originally designed to be asynchronous. This 
is a component that is being worked on in the current curricular reform, 
seeking a balance between asynchronous and synchronous in the 
virtual program and a greater interrelation through the hybrid approach 
between the two programs (face-to-face and online).

Ultimately, the pandemic created an economic challenge for FUSBC. 
Churches and students saw their income drop dramatically during the 
pandemic. This financial adjustment resulted in fewer people enrolling 
in FUSBC. Therefore, the lower enrollments, in addition to the low tech-
nological capacity of FUSBC, threaten FUSBC’s long-term sustainability. 
And more students are seeking counseling to deal with mental health 
crises, but FUSB’s faculty has not grown, so the institution struggles to 
support students well.

Conclusion

FUSBC has sought throughout its history to provide holistic formation 
to its students as part of its commitment to serve God, the church, and 
society. FUSBC seeks to incorporate the entire academic community in 
student formation, whether students are in person or online. Recog-
nizing that local churches are training agents as well, we seek to build 
close working relationships with local churches. 

These training processes have been challenged by online learning 
during the pandemic. FUSBC’s experience with online education before 
the pandemic enabled us to offer good education during lockdowns; 
however, the pandemic’s effects have created larger challenges that we 
need to address. Some challenges are already being addressed, includ-
ing changing learning outcomes and modalities adjustments, but others 
are still in the works, as they require more interaction with the church. 
No matter the challenges, despite the environment’s changing realities, 
FUSBC is still committed to form students who serve God, the church, 
and society. 
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On the morning of February 24, 2022, the full-scale invasion of Ukraine by 
Russian forces upended the entire nation. Of course, Ukrainian theologi-
cal education, in which I serve, was no different. Significant disruptions to 
our work provoked existential questions. For instance, in response to the 
war, several theological schools have found themselves on the front lines 
of ministry in ways that have, in turn, redefined our sense of community. 
These schools had to turn from holding classes to housing and feeding 
refugees, evacuating the vulnerable from active conflict zones, providing 
soul-care to the displaced, and so much more, all in coordination with one 
another as the war’s pressures have changed across the country. 

As Ukrainian evangelical seminaries have responded missionally to the 
war’s horrors, we have rethought what community means. We have come 
to see community as an inclusive, shared mission to serve others. In do-
ing so, our seminaries have formed a reflective community that is seek-
ing to address pressing issues facing the church and Ukrainian society 
from biblical perspectives; a compassionate community that meets peo-
ple’s immediate needs as they suffer violence and displacement; and a 
hopeful community that refuses to succumb to the darkness around us.  
 

A Problematic Concept of Community

Before attempting to understand the experience of Ukrainian theological 
schools during the war as communities of reflection, compassion, and 
hope, we need to address the concept of community. The term “communi-
ty” implies that we do not exist in this world alone – or, as Thomas Merton 
reminds us, “No one is an island.” The notion that human life is inherently 
social has been criticized over the past century, as this view of commu-
nity, based on the belief that each person is part of one and only one 
homogeneous unity, in which there is no room for differences, has often 
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had devastating consequences. Two world wars and one Cold War, with all 
their catastrophes, have convincingly demonstrated the danger of such 
thinking and its inevitable tendency to violent suppression of dissent, up 
to and including the physical destruction of those who could not or did 
not want to become part of the community. 

These dangerous attempts to build homogeneous totalitarian communi-
ties, on the one hand, and political and technological processes, on the 
other, gave rise at the end of the last century to the theory that the “end 
of history” was approaching. The world was beginning an era of peace-
ful coexistence, humanity in a global village, in which there would be no 
room for conflict among local communities. In such circumstances, the 
very idea of belonging to a community would have to apply to the whole of 
humanity. However, now that almost a quarter of the twenty-first century 
has passed, these predictions have clearly been seen to be unfounded, 
as we are witnessing the decline of established norms of international law 
and cooperation, while tribalism and antagonisms on religious and ethnic 
grounds are gaining new strength. The most horrific manifestation of this 
trend is Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, which is increasingly taking 
on the hallmarks of the genocides of the previous century. Ukrainian ci-
vilians and infrastructure are being destroyed, and according to Russian 
leaders, this ruin should lead to even more Ukrainians fleeing. 

The main starting point for the critique of the idea of community in recent 
decades is the denial of its substantive concept, which understands com-
munity as a unity or a single whole that arises as a result of joint work, 
racial or national kinship, mystical experience, or divine determination. 
Jean-Luc Nancy summarizes the task of redefining community as follows:  

From the outset, it is not a question of thinking of community as sub-
stance, as its own and autonomous entity. No more is it a question 
of thinking it according to a natural given (a people or nation under-
stood as a race or lineage), or according to a work to be realized, a 
monument to itself as suggested by all the national palaces, forbid-
den cities, capitals, Kremlins, and all the images of an essence of 
common being (res publica), where the representations and symbols 
of each “nation” seek to project its assumed identity. It is especially 
not a question of conceiving a totality—given the ways in which the 
term “totalitarianism” had come to designate the opprobrium that 
threatened democracy. (Nancy, Disavowed Community, viii)

The examples given by this French philosopher are based on the idea that 
a holistic community identity is either naturally given or must be devel-
oped by action. In addition to Nancy, authors such as Jacques Derrida, 
Giorgio Agamben, Alain Badiou, and Roberto Esposito have emphasized 
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that the concept of community as a unity will always go hand in hand with 
exclusion, with the forgotten community that is not part of a unified social 
whole. If we define communities in terms of what their members have in 
common, some will always be excluded. 

Suppose we reject attempts to define community from this perspective 
but still want community to be more than the presence of an arbitrary 
set of individuals in a common geographic space. In that case, one of 
the few ways out of the totalizing definition of community is to examine 
what brings people together. In other words, in this case, the basis of 
community should be sought not in what we have in common or in what 
collaborative processes we enact but in who we are. Why? Because hu-
man existence is always already coexistence. People living together do 
not have a certain common property or function; rather, their existence is 
inconceivable outside of living together. 

In today’s globalized and virtualized world, a relevant notion of commu-
nity remains, based on the idea that people cannot exist as isolated indi-
viduals. From Nietzsche’s reflections on the community of unequals to the 
messianic communities found in recent references to St. Paul, interpre-
tations of such a community share the following traits: a refusal to think 
of the community as a closed unity and an emphasis on its characteris-
tics of multiplicity, openness, and non-totality. This view of community 
sees its essence not in shared identity but in honouring the differences 
among community members and the otherness of each of them. Along 
these lines, we can mention Blanchot’s “unavowable community,” Nan-
cy’s “operative community,” or Derrida’s “community without commu-
nity.” During a roundtable discussion, Derrida said, “Pure unity or pure 
multiplicity – when there is only totality or unity and when there is only 
multiplicity or disassociation – is a synonym for death.” Derrida does not 
reject the idea of unity entirely, because “pure” diversity, if it were possi-
ble, would be no less a threat to society than “pure” totalitarian oneness 
(Derrida, Points, 1995, 13). But he advocates for heterogeneous, porous, 
unstable identities that do not form a web of self-identity. Elsewhere, he 
insists, “If by community one implies, as is often the case, a harmonious 
group, consensus, and fundamental agreement beneath the phenomena 
of discord or war, then I don’t believe in it very much and I sense in it as 
much threat as promise. There is doubtless this irrepressible desire for a 
‘community’ to form but also for it to know its limit – and for its limit to be 
its opening” (Derrida, Points, 1995, 355). 

Derrida offers perhaps the clearest contemporary continental demonstra-
tion of the tension that exists in the concept of community – on the one 
hand, the need for its openness and on the other hand, the inevitability 
of boundaries, the existence of both an internal and external side to any 
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community. After all, “com-munio” comes from a combination of two Latin 
words: com – togetherness, and munis – defence, fortification, or moe-
nia – city walls. In other words, “com-munio” is a joint activity to build 
fortifications to protect against strangers and enemies. That is why it is 
so important, while keeping in mind that every community has its bound-
aries, that community life not become a means of exclusion. We must re-
member our responsibility for others who are not part of our community. 
In other words, every community must overcome its opposite, embedded 
in its etymology. 

To use another of Derrida’s favourite concepts, first, our communities 
should be hospitable. This means that although we preserve our own 
identity and remain masters of our communities (otherwise, we could not 
show hospitality; we would have no place to which to invite the Other; 
we would have nothing to offer the stranger), we must learn to be open 
to other people, overcoming our inherent self-restrictions and fear. Derri-
da constantly reminds us that we are not hospitable enough, that we are 
too closed off, impolite, unwelcoming, too calculating and cautious in our 
acceptance of the Other. Our hospitality is often guided by unconscious 
motives, such as the desire to show off what we have, the expectation of 
a reward in return, or the urge to gain power over the guest, to turn them 
into a slave, or to take advantage of their vulnerability and dependence 
on us. It is only the awareness of the internal instability within our rela-
tionships with others that helps us to keep hospitality in general, and the 
hospitality of community in particular, alive and open. 

The experience of a year of war and the search for ways to overcome its 
destructive impact have prompted the communities of Ukrainian evangel-
ical theological schools to move away from the traditional understanding 
of community as a closed group of fellow believers with a common and 
binding worldview toward a more open experience of community as a fel-
lowship that is able to accept and serve others. Of course, we are only at 
the beginning of this journey and face many obstacles along the way, but 
I hope that the new experience of accepting the other acquired during the 
war will persist in the long run. 

In light of these considerations, I would like to analyse Ukrainian evangel-
ical theological education. First, I would like to outline its main features 
before the Russian invasion.

An Overview of Ukrainian Theological Education Before 2022

At the beginning of 2022, Ukrainian evangelical theological education 
was developing. Over fifty evangelical theological educational institu-
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tions existed in Ukraine, of which thirty-five were members of the Eu-
ro-Asian Accrediting Association, accounting for almost 2/3 of the asso-
ciation. Among all the other countries of Eastern Europe, Ukraine had the 
most extensive network of evangelical seminaries. Although before the 
collapse of the Soviet regime, Ukrainian evangelical theological educa-
tion did not exist as a systemic phenomenon (we can recall various short-
term and mostly underground training programs), dozens of educational 
institutions have been established since Ukraine’s independence. 

After a period of initial near-total dependence on foreign missionaries, by 
the early 2010s, the share of domestic faculty was increasing. A number 
of legislative initiatives adopted after the Revolution of Dignity of 2013-
2014 allowed theological educational institutions to receive state accred-
itation regardless of their legal status. Theology was included in the list 
of disciplines in which specialized academic emphases could be creat-
ed and in which doctoral dissertations could be defended. As a result, a 
number of evangelical educational institutions had begun preparing for 
accreditation by improving the quality of their scholarly work. Because 
seminaries lacked teachers with state-recognized academic degrees, in 
2015, in cooperation with EAAA and the Drahomanov National Pedagog-
ical University, the Ukrainian Doctoral Program was launched, which al-
lowed twenty-four faculty to receive PhD degrees and five to receive Dr. 
Hab. degrees in 2017-2021. 

Ukrainian theologians published hundreds of articles in domestic and 
foreign journals, and several international and interfaith conferences 
were held. To help students write their dissertations, a methodological 
seminar was launched, which is still being offered (thirty sessions have 
been held so far). In 2018, the EAAA Research Centre (now the Eastern 
European Institute of Theology) established the Contemporary Protestant 
Theology series in cooperation with the Dukh i Litera publishing house. 
The journal Theological Reflections: Eastern European Journal of Theology 
(founded in 2003) is thriving. The editorial board is constantly adjusting 
the journal’s practices, improving the quality of publications, and prepar-
ing the journal for inclusion in scientometric databases. 

The Challenges of the War

From the war’s first hours, theological educational institutions faced ur-
gent challenges. They certainly could not continue the educational pro-
cess as Russian troops rapidly advanced, amid heavy rocket and artillery 
fire and in an atmosphere of fear, despair, and uncertainty. Institutions 
in cities under threat of Russian takeover were forced to evacuate to the 
western parts of the country immediately. In particular, on the first day 
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of the war, Tavriski Christian Institute began evacuating its staff and stu-
dents to Ivano-Frankivsk, and Odesa Theological Seminary began evac-
uating to Transcarpathia. Fortunately, Odesa was not under occupation, 
and six months later, the staff decided to return to their hometown. Un-
fortunately, TCI’s campus in the recreational area on the banks of the Dni-
pro River in Kherson was almost completely destroyed during the Russian 
occupation of Kherson. Even now that the city has been liberated from the 
Russian invaders, the campus is a dangerous place, as much of its land is 
still mine-riddled and subject to mortar and sniper fire. 

The campus of the Ukrainian Evangelical Theological Seminary near Kyiv 
was also looted. This area was under Russian occupation for over a month 
in Spring 2022. Several of my colleagues who decided that it would be 
safer to wait out the Russian invasion, not in a metropolis that was under 
missile attack, but on a seminary campus remote from the city, survived 
with their lives by God’s grace alone. While hiding on the campus, they 
watched Russian tanks on the road past the seminary shooting at civilian 
cars carrying people trying to escape to western Ukraine across the Zhy-
tomyr highway, which the Russians already held. 

Ukrainian Evangelical Theological Seminary’s campus, dining hall, and 
library in Pushcha-Vodytsia, on the northern outskirts of Kyiv, also sus-
tained severe damage. The front line was just a few kilometres from the 
seminary, and the neighbouring towns of Gostomel, Moshchun, Bucha, 
and Irpin became symbols of atrocities committed by the Russian invad-
ers. Most of the seminary staff was evacuated to western Ukraine, miracu-
lously avoiding an encounter with Russian troops trying to surround Kyiv. 
Families and some staff of the Seminary of Practical Theology (Kremen-
chuk) were evacuated to Moldova.

Thus, while some institutions were forced to evacuate, others rapidly re-
oriented their activities to help millions of displaced persons who were 
fleeing for their lives (I will discuss the humanitarian ministry of Ukrainian 
seminaries in the next section). Only in Fall 2022 could most institutions 
resume some form of education. Returning to academic activities required 
overcoming many problems. Some of the seminaries had to repair build-
ings damaged by shelling and looting or adapt to teaching in temporary 
facilities. All institutions faced power outages, as in October-November 
2022, the Russians launched a series of large-scale missile strikes and 
attacks by Iranian drones on Ukraine’s infrastructure, targeting primarily 
the energy systems. Because of the shelling, several blackouts occurred, 
the country is still short of electricity, and outages continue. To address 
this situation, seminaries had to purchase diesel generators and Starlink 
capabilities to ensure uninterrupted internet access. Because the cam-
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puses of most seminaries now partially or completely serve displaced 
persons, institutions are trying to increase the number of online pro-
grams. Yet online education encounters the same difficulties associated 
with power and internet interruptions. 

While material losses and infrastructure challenges can be resolved rel-
atively quickly, the loss of a significant part of the teaching staff cannot 
so easily be offset. Over forty members of the staff of Ukrainian seminar-
ies have become refugees in Europe and North America. Among them are 
at least eighteen deans and program directors, as well as nearly twenty 
doctors of theology or doctors of ministry. An irreplaceable loss was the 
death of Vitaliy Vinogradov, dean of the Kyiv Slavic Evangelical Seminary, 
whose body lay on the side of the road in Bucha for over a month. Andriy 
Shostak, a graduate and lecturer of UETS who defended the Kyiv region 
from Russian aggression in a volunteer battalion, was brutally tortured 
and killed. About ten seminary staff members were drafted or volunteered 
to join the Armed Forces of Ukraine and are still in military service, includ-
ing the dean of the Kyiv Theological Seminary. And while we have reason 
to hope that at least some of those who are currently serving in the mil-
itary will eventually return to theological education, most of those who 
emigrated and were able to set up lives in new, more prosperous, more 
secure countries are unlikely to return to Ukraine. In fact, a few such col-
leagues, after staying in Europe for a while, have attempted to return to 
Ukraine, but after a short time, they have gone back to the West, worried 
about the safety of their relatives and unable to adapt to life in wartime. 

Furthermore, while we were able to collect data on staff who can no lon-
ger participate in education, we do not have aggregate figures on the de-
cline in the number of students. We do know, for example, that from one 
Kyiv seminary, 35% of Master’s students and 74% of doctoral students 
have left the country. Two other educational institutions located on the 
front line report that at least 15% of their students are now living outside 
Ukraine. One institution in Kyiv also reported that approximately 15% of 
students are currently abroad. For many displaced students, continuing 
to study is impossible because they are having significant challenges 
setting up life in their new communities. Some people lost all their doc-
uments while fleeing. Many who were already pastors or ministry leaders 
now face an incredible workload of care for displaced persons, residents 
of frontline and liberated territories, the wounded, orphans, and widows 
– whether as military chaplains or among civilians. 

Despite these challenges, by Spring 2023, all evangelical theological 
schools had resumed education. Depending on each institution’s situa-
tion, training is being conducted in onsite, hybrid, or online modes. One 
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relocated institution has reported that the number of students enrolled 
in online, short-term programs for ministerial training has increased sig-
nificantly. 

Communities of Reflection

As I mentioned in the introduction, in the war’s first days, the leaders 
of Ukraine’s evangelical seminaries formed a coordination group that is 
still active. The group has two objectives. First, it cooperates in evacu-
ating and relocating the vulnerable and in providing people with food, 
medicine, shelter, and other basic necessities. Second, it consolidates 
and broadcasts Ukrainian theological reflections on the experience of the 
war. Therefore, one of our group’s first projects, which continues to this 
day, was the Voices series. This series is a platform through which we 
organize events to inform the global Christian community about the chal-
lenges the war poses to the people of Ukraine and, in particular, to evan-
gelical churches, and about our efforts to respond to these challenges. 

On March 17, 2022, we held the first event, The Russia-Ukraine War: Evan-
gelical Voices. At this event, we shared how a new, more brutal phase of 
the war had smashed Ukrainian life and devastated almost the entire pop-
ulation. We discussed how Russia’s aggression had impacted evangelical 
churches and educational institutions and how Ukrainian evangelicals 
were helping victims of the war and the Ukrainian army. This event was 
our attempt to voice the pain of the Ukrainian people and to cry to world 
Christianity for help. (Edited versions of these papers can be accessed in 
the InSights Journal’s Spring 2022 issue for free: https://insightsjournal.
org/roundtable-ukrainian-mens-voices/.)  

On March 31, 2022, we held a second event, The Russia-Ukraine War: 
Women Voices. The war in Ukraine affects everyone, without distinguish-
ing between civilians and soldiers, young and old, men and women. Of-
ten overlooked, women need even more to share their testimonies. This 
discussion concentrated on how women – as mothers, wives, volunteers, 
theologians, and teachers – experience this war. (Edited versions of these 
papers can be accessed in the InSights Journal’s Spring 2022 issue for 
free: https://insightsjournal.org/roundtable-ukrainian-womens-voices/.)

On December 22, 2022, the third Voices event took place, The Rus-
sia-Ukraine War: Evangelical Voices, 300 Days of War. This event demon-
strated how, in 300 days, Russia had turned occupied Ukrainian cities 
into gigantic cemeteries and had deprived people of their homes, rela-
tives, and futures. In light of these atrocities, we shared the testimonies 
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of those who daily resist the war’s cruelty. We discussed how Ukraini-
ans have become confident in the unity of their nation; how they have 
strengthened their irresistible will for justice and freedom; and how they 
have developed a willingness to die to ensure safety for others. We de-
scribed how Russia’s war has changed the entire European security en-
vironment; how it has created the largest refugee crisis in Europe since 
World War II; and how it has united the democratic world in a struggle 
against authoritarian regimes. For 300 days, Ukraine has been paying a 
high price for freedom and human dignity. 

The most important document of the coordination group, which the lead-
ers of twenty-four Ukrainian seminaries later signed, is the “Appeal of 
the Representatives of Ukrainian Evangelical Theological Educational 
Institutions to the World Evangelical Community Regarding the War of 
the Russian Federation against Ukraine.” The appeal, which was read on 
November 15, 2022, at the ICETE 22 Consultation in Izmir, Turkey, con-
demns Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, which has caused a mas-
sive humanitarian crisis, as well as war crimes committed by the Russian 
armed forces, including violence, cruelty, inhuman treatment of civilians, 
destruction of cities, executions of civilians, rape, and plundering. In ad-
dition, the document expresses the disappointment of Ukrainian theolo-
gians with the servility of the vast majority of Russian Christians. On this 
topic, one passage states:

We are deeply grieved by the fact that many leaders of Russian evan-
gelical church unions, pastors, and community members remain si-
lent. At best, they speak cautiously of prayerful support and help to 
refugees. We are grateful when they care for others. But they refuse 
to denounce the “Russian World” ideology and give a biblical and 
moral assessment of the causes of war and the Russian army’s war 
crimes. As we witness the atrocities committed in Ukraine, we can-
not remain in communion with those church “leaders,” educational 
institutions, or unions of churches that associate with the perpe-
trators of aggression by openly supporting or passively complying 
with it. Consciously or not, they have recognized Caesar as their 
“lord” and renounced the early Christian confession that “Jesus is 
the Lord.” They have traded compassionate unity with the crucified 
Body of Christ in Ukraine for personal security and proximity to the 
political elite of the empire. Therefore, we ask the worldwide evan-
gelical community to condemn the silence, detachment, and open 
support of the war with Ukraine exhibited by the Russian Christians. 
Stand with us in a call for leaders to repent of their explicit or dis-
guised support of Russia’s misanthropic imperial policy, the ideolo-
gy of the “Russian world” and aggressive war against Ukraine.
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The authors of the appeal emphasize that Ukrainian theological institu-
tions continue their mission despite ongoing violence. They call on the 
global evangelical community to use all means to support Ukrainian in-
stitutions, to be proactive in assessing the genocidal acts of the Russian 
Federation, and to confront the religious mouthpieces of Russian pro-
paganda. The appeal closes with a call for solidarity with the millions of 
Ukrainian refugees and those in grave danger under Russian occupation 
or on the front lines. It invites readers to pray to the King of Peace for the 
restoration of Ukraine’s territorial integrity, the establishment of just and 
lasting peace, and guarantees of Ukraine’s protection from future Russian 
aggression. (For the full statement, see https://eeit-edu.info/en/appeal-
2022-breaking-through-the-sound-of-air-raid-sirens/.) 

In Fall 2022, the Eastern European Institute of Theology launched a se-
ries of seminars on “Theological and Ethical Challenges of Wartime.” The 
war in Ukraine and the military threats modern humanity faces drive the 
choice of the theme. Since the church’s inception, Christians have expe-
rienced constant tensions due to their dual identity as both followers of 
Christ and citizens of states entering into military conflicts. Efforts to rec-
oncile these identities and bring together unsettling biblical images of 
war and Christ’s teaching on non-resistance to evil have provoked theo-
logical debates. These tensions have only grown, as our world is threat-
ened with a new redistribution of borders for the first time since the Cold 
War. Current and potential military conflicts confront every Christian with 
the need to define their place in the world and to find ways to resolve con-
flicts, build peace, and prevent violence. 

These events are intended not so much for a general audience as for sem-
inary professors, theologians, Christian leaders, and those who have 
serious intellectual inquiries stemming from the war. Speakers do not 
limit themselves to superficial answers but try to show the interactions 
between different biblical narratives and theological traditions, to identi-
fy inherent contradictions, and to clarify their relevance to contemporary 
circumstances. 

For example, one of the most complicated issues is the attitude of evan-
gelical Christians to military service, not only as paramedics or chaplains 
but as members of combat units. Traditionally, Ukrainian evangelical 
churches took a pacifist position; they even refused to take the pledge 
of allegiance in Soviet times. Since Ukraine’s independence, Christians 
have usually done alternative service instead of military service. Attitudes 
began to change during the Revolution of Dignity and the beginning of 
Russian aggression in Donbas and Crimea in 2014. The brutal crackdown 
on peaceful demonstrators by the Yanukovych regime, followed by Rus-
sia’s aggressive moves, provoked a strong reaction from all of Ukrainian 
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society. People opposed both the corrupt pro-Russian Yanukovych gov-
ernment and Russia’s attempts to annex Ukrainian territories. Over sub-
sequent years, evangelical churches discovered the value of civil liberties 
and the importance of cooperation with volunteer groups that carry out 
social, educational, and philanthropic projects, fight corruption, and help 
the army. Gradually, churches’ isolationist and escapist attitudes gave 
way to a more active social position, a growing sense of responsibility for 
the fate of the country. 

Since 2014, Ukrainian evangelicals have sacrificially supported the 
Ukrainian armed forces, but until February 2022, their assistance was 
limited to volunteering and chaplaincy. The full-scale invasion and Rus-
sian troops’ incredible brutality caused a sharp shift in the attitude of 
evangelicals toward the armed forces. If, earlier, churches mostly disap-
proved of believers’ participation in military service as combatants and 
in some cases even imposed penalties for this, now, after the war’s full 
outbreak, churches support any decision to help the armed forces, serve 
as chaplains, or fight. Here we have an example of how the practice of 
Christian life in extreme conditions outpaces its theological justification. 
The spontaneous reactions of individual believers and the whole church 
to the war still needs to be understood. It is clear that along with tradition-
al pacifism, Ukrainian evangelical churches leave open the possibility for 
believers to engage in military action. One might even say that, based on 
this bitter war, our own definition of a just war is being developed – war 
as a necessary measure aimed at protecting innocent people from vio-
lence and protesting an unjust invasion. 

In addition to the painful process of reassessing pacifism, we must also 
discuss the problem of vulnerability from a biblical perspective because 
in war, as nowhere else, does the ordinary “small man” experience his 
vulnerability. 

Yet another important subject is the analysis of the Russian invaders’ use 
of the language, imagery, and metaphors of the Bible to justify war. In-
creasingly, Russian propagandists are framing this invasion as a “holy 
war” to protect “traditional Christian values” from encroachment by the 
corrupt and liberal West. This propaganda resorts to the apocalyptic rhet-
oric of the “last battle” of the holy remnant, surrounded on all sides by 
diabolical forces. Russia’s war with Ukraine is proclaimed to be the salva-
tion of the “Holy Rus” and the “de-satanization” of our country. 

To think through these multifaceted topics from a theological perspec-
tive, one of the most important events was the Summer School of Theolo-
gy, presented by the Eastern European Institute of Theology and entitled 
“Theology of the Other under Pressure of the Empire.” After the Holo-
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caust, the problem of the Other came to the forefront of the social scienc-
es. Before the Holocaust, the Other was perceived as an object of one’s 
own power, and this perception is believed to have been the cause of vi-
olence, oppression, terror, genocide, colonialism, and war. So after the 
Holocaust, people sought instead to treat the Other in ways that would 
foster empathy, hospitality, solidarity, and responsibility. Now, during 
the Russia-Ukraine war, the question of accepting the Other takes on new 
relevance: Is the Other always a guest who needs to be welcomed, or is 
the Other also a threat that needs to be stopped? In search of answers 
to these questions, the school brought together participants from over 
ten countries. Speakers included John D. Caputo, Catherine Keller, Myron 
Penner, Joshua Searle, Cyril Hovorun, and Miroslav Wolf. The school’s ma-
terials are published in issue 20:2 (2022) of Theological Reflections: East-
ern European Journal of Theology (See http://reflections.eeit-edu.info/.)  

We realize that after the war is over, we will face an incredibly painful 
process of restoring justice, prosecuting criminals, and honouring vic-
tims. And yet, at some stage, we should expect the beginning of a dia-
logue with Russian Christians. Now, for most Ukrainians, such a prospect 
seems outrageous, but we are still exploring the theology of reconcilia-
tion and restorative justice, as well as the potential of the Christian com-
munity in building peace. So Ukrainian theologians found it very help-
ful that the seminar speakers were theologians from countries that have 
endured similar journeys, such as Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, and some 
African countries. Their presence allowed us to avoid the one-sidedness 
caused by the situation’s gravity and to place our ethical search in the 
global context.

In addition to these several programs of the Eastern European Institute 
of Theology, the Ukrainian Evangelical Theological Seminary has run pro-
grams as well. Among these is a podcast called Theology for Life. In the 
episode “War and Challenges in Worship Ministry,” UETS staff discuss 
whether worship is relevant in times of crisis, what worship should look 
like when the country is at war, whether our churches have songs of lam-
entation, and how important they are now. In 2023, UETS also launched a 
short-term training program, “The Mission of the Church in Times of War.” 
Because Christian ministers face many complex issues caused by the war, 
UETS has offered this program for their specific needs. In particular, this 
program addresses topics such as the church’s mission in war, care for 
the displaced and families divided by war, the problems of evil and for-
giveness, and provision of pastoral care to those who have gone through 
trauma. 

I would like to point out that all these theological issues change depend-
ing on the circumstances in which the theological community finds itself. 
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The extended presence in Ukraine of a military conflict, the constant pres-
sure to balance on the edge of being and non-being, hope and despair, 
elation and exhaustion, takes theological thought out of the realm of the 
mundane and into the existential. The realization that any encounter, con-
versation, or discussion may be the last encourages radical honesty with 
God, oneself, and others and the rejection of worn-out theological clichés 
that ignore the debilitating reality of pain, loneliness, and despair. And 
despite the lack of resources, experience, and emotional and intellectual 
strength, the communities of Ukrainian seminaries still dare to seek an-
swers to life’s most pressing questions in the context of war. 

Communities of Compassion

During the war, evangelical educational institutions proved themselves 
to be not only communities that, in the face of incredible challenges, are 
capable of deep theological reflection, but also to be communities of rad-
ical love. I have already mentioned that the Russian invasion caused a 
social catastrophe. Our society is still debating whether the government’s 
decision to reassure the country’s population on the eve of the war was 
the right one. Perhaps warnings about the real threat of a full-scale inva-
sion would have allowed residents of the border areas to flee? Whatever 
the hypothetical case, this did not happen. On the morning of February 
24, when millions of Ukrainians woke up to the explosions of hundreds 
of Russian missiles, many fled. Some sought to leave the country alto-
gether, while others waited in safer areas of Ukraine, hoping that the war 
would end quickly. 

On that day, millions of people found themselves on the road, desper-
ately trying to save their lives. Very quickly, the transportation system, 
hotels, and gas stations could not handle the influx of people. At train 
stations, in crushing crowds, dozens of people tried to get onto trains. 
Massive traffic jams stretched for dozens of kilometres at the borders. 
Adults and children, able-bodied and sick, with pets, hurried to shelter. 

In those first terrible days, Ukraine’s evangelical churches and education-
al institutions launched a ministry of mercy that continues to this day. We 
had facilities, transportation, and other resources, so we used them. We 
opened our dormitories to refugees. We provided them with shelter, food, 
and medical, psychological, and legal assistance. Many seminary staff 
and students still volunteer. Many endanger their own lives to evacuate 
the sick, children, and the elderly from combat zones and to deliver basic 
necessities – food, medicine, generators – to regions under occupation. 
According to Taras Dyatlik, the primary coordinator of our seminary hubs, 
in the first six months of the war, seminaries evacuated 10,482 people 
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from combat zones, hosted 4,028 people long-term on their campuses 
or in homes, hosted 39,465 people short-term as they moved to “safer” 
destinations, distributed 5,246,000 pounds of food and necessities, and 
provided 290,616 people with food. (Statistics as of February 18, 2023.)
I will give three examples of the very different – but unified – experiences 
of Ukrainian theological institutions. In those first days, at the Ukrainian 
Evangelical Theological Seminary and the Ukrainian Bible Society, my col-
leagues remained alone. Having evacuated their families, students, and 
most of their employees to western Ukraine, they stayed in the half-emp-
ty, cold, dark city despite the threat of encirclement by Russian troops. 
Under daily rocket fire, often running for their lives to bomb shelters, they 
continued their ministry. Every day, they delivered bread, groceries, med-
icines, and other essentials to villages around Kyiv, saving people from 
starvation. After the Kyiv and Chernihiv regions were liberated, the world 
learned the truth about what had happened in villages that had literally 
been wiped off the map. Immediately, UETS opened a volunteer ministry 
centre on its grounds; it still serves lunch to thousands of people and 
provides them with psychological assistance. 

Tavriski Christian Institute’s experience is unique. Despite being evacu-
ated in the early days of the war to Ivano-Frankivsk, TCI’s volunteers pro-
vided enormous assistance to Kherson throughout the ten months of its 
occupation. Accepting the risk of arrest and torture, TCI’s drivers trans-
ported medicine and food to Russian-occupied territories. In addition, 
using a network of contacts, TCI purchased food from local farmers and 
distributed it to those in need. Immediately after Kherson’s liberation, 
TCI’s volunteers joined efforts to rebuild life in the city despite daily fierce 
shelling. 

Finally, I would also like to mention the ministry of seminaries in west-
ern Ukraine: Lviv Theological Seminary and Chernivtsi Biblical Seminary. 
In the war’s first hours, these campuses were transformed into human-
itarian centres. Thanks to staff, students, and volunteers, these institu-
tions continue their work. Half of Lviv Theological Seminary’s campus is 
reserved for displaced persons. Moreover, seminary volunteers help the 
residents of the modular town that has been set up for displaced persons 
next door. 

Returning to our initial reflections on the need for a new experience of 
community as fundamentally hospitable, I see the outlines of such a life 
in the ministry of Ukraine’s evangelical seminaries. In responding to the 
needs of war victims, we are committed to abandoning all biases. The 
only thing that matters is that a person in need, an unfortunate traveller, 
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an exile, a fugitive appears at the doorstep of our lives. We serve these 
people as we would have done Christ Himself. 

A final, personal example: In Lviv, the humanitarian ministry of the Insti-
tute, which I head, is carried out in collaboration with the local Pentecos-
tal church. On a recent Saturday, we distributed almost a thousand gro-
cery sets. Diverse displaced people came to our church that day for aid. 
One man refused to take off his hat in the house of prayer, although it is 
not customary to wear headwear in churches. When asked by a volunteer 
to show respect for the community he was visiting, the gentleman stated 
that he was an atheist and would behave as he pleased. Another recipi-
ent was a Muslim Iraqi who came to Ukraine to study at a university and, 
despite the war, decided to stay in Lviv because he was even more afraid 
to return to his homeland. Yet another of the aid recipients turned out to 
be my former student, a pastor from Donbas who fled the Russian occu-
pation there. Most tried to speak Ukrainian, but there were also Russian 
speakers. Regardless of background, language, or religious affiliation, 
we help these people and are building friendships with them. 

In our humanitarian efforts, we adhere to several principles. First, we do 
not see aid as a means of religious propaganda. People are in distress, in 
a different city, often without work, family, or friends, and therefore they 
are very vulnerable. We are convinced that any steps toward God must be 
taken by a person out of goodwill, not under manipulation. Second, we 
respect the recipients of our assistance and honour their human dignity. 
As the internally displaced persons themselves note, they do not feel like 
beggars when they receive our aid. 

In this sacrificial process of serving others, true communities of compas-
sion form. The experience of compassion begins when we pay attention 
to our neighbour’s situation. We do not simply note the Other’s suffering, 
but we try to understand their situation and listen to their story. Yet lis-
tening is not enough. We must share a person’s journey, build a lasting 
relationship, and overcome our own prejudices, fears, and expectations. 
Then we are not just observing another person’s misfortune from a safe 
distance but experiencing it as our own. This process requires consider-
able effort because spontaneous acts of help are not enough; genuine 
compassion involves dedication, developing the ability not only to act but 
also to be, to stay with people. In this way, by experiencing the pain of 
the other as our own, grieving over it in prayer, and relieving it as much as 
possible, we form a community of compassion. 
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Communities of Hope

The last feature of the experience of Ukrainian seminaries during the 
war that I would like to consider is hope. Intellectuals of the last century 
brought hope back into philosophical discourse. But what does it mean 
to hope? Should one have illusory hopes that things will change for the 
better, or should one rely on rational calculation? Should one concentrate 
on human limitations, or should one consider the transcendent?

I want to start with a classic text of Western literature, Dante’s Inferno. In 
the third Canto, Dante writes of the inscription over the gate of Hell:

Through me the way into the suffering city, 
Through me the way to the eternal pain, 
Through me the way that runs among the lost. 
My maker was divine authority, 
The highest wisdom, and the primal love. 
Before me nothing but eternal things 
Were made, and I endure eternally. 
Abandon every hope, who enter here.

According to Dante, once a person has entered hell, there is no more hope 
for them because there are no rational grounds for delivering them. So we 
can see that hope is impossible when there is no room for change, when 
a person is caught in an eternal cycle, whether it is hellish torment or 
the Nietzschean eternal return. No matter how much those locked in hell 
dream of salvation, no matter what emotions overwhelm them, they have 
no hope because there is no possibility that their desires will be fulfilled. 
God’s justice has passed a final verdict on them. 

Perhaps Dante is right, although many theologians, from the Church Fa-
thers to David Bentley Hart, would disagree with him about the immu-
tability of eternal suffering. I myself would like to draw attention to the 
fact that we can only talk about the absolute immutability of the future in 
terms of existence on the other side of the eschaton. As long as we live 
in the reality that we only glimpse the new heaven and the new earth of 
the Kingdom of God, that the Kingdom illuminates the darkness of our 
lives but does not eliminate it, we can hope. That is, we can desire change 
for the better and recognize that such change is achievable. We are not 
only passive dreamers but active participants who bring the dreamed-for 
future closer. Thus, hope helps us move from a potential to a new reality.

Ukrainian society today desperately needs hope. Despite the govern-
ment’s attempts to maintain faith in victory, in future restoration of the 
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country within internationally recognized borders, and in rebuilding, it is 
difficult to ignore the fact that our country is being destroyed by a mighty 
totalitarian state. It is difficult to ignore daily news about losses and the 
expectations of even more extreme hostilities. Even the most ardent op-
timists are getting weary. It seems as if we are doomed to this war for the 
rest of our existence. A return to peace sounds like a hopeless utopia, and 
words of support are perceived as attempts to cheer up those already con-
demned to death. Our suffering is compounded by constant fear for rel-
atives who are in the armed forces or in temporarily occupied territories. 
What can give hope to these broken people? The living Christian commu-
nity. Today, in the doorway of hell, it embodies the values of the future 
life in its works of mercy, compassion, justice, acceptance, and solidar-
ity. Our Ukrainian seminaries are examples of such communities of the 
Kingdom of God. Through their humanitarian work, openness to people of 
other worldviews, support for the quest for justice, and recognition of the 
innocence of the victims of this war, our communities are showing what 
life can and will be like. And although today this way of being is an excep-
tion, of which only alternative communities are capable, it nevertheless 
testifies to the possibility of change, to the approach of another King-
dom in which all criminals will be punished, good deeds will be rewarded, 
and tears will be wiped away. Our frail loyalty to the ideal of the Christian 
community reminds us of God’s immeasurable faithfulness. He will surely 
fulfil all his promises. We believe that a new reality will come, in which, in 
the words of the Ukrainian poet Taras Shevchenko, “There will be no en-
emy, no adversary, but a son and a mother, and people will be on earth.”
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