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Neighbor-Care within the Theological Community
Evelyn Reynolds

In a global moment starkly marked by violence, economic inflation,
and political and ethnic divisions, the theme of caring for one’s
neighbor seems more important than ever. This Spring’s issue of
the InSights Journal presents five articles and a book review that
consider this theme from several angles related to theological edu-
cation and Christian communities.

These pieces develop the theme of neighbor-care in various ways.
First, each article to some degree defines theological education
itself as care for others. Theological educators show care for their
students by equipping them with the knowledge and skills they
need to serve in their vocations; those students in turn will shep-
herd others — whether church members, those belonging to other
faiths, or those in need in various ways in their communities — by
practicing the skills they have learned. Thus, theological educators
demonstrate care by challenging their students to gain knowledge
and skills. In addition, they must care for their students by helping
them grow in passion for Christ and his church and in developing a
vision for the redemption of all things.

Shirley S. Ho's article is perhaps the clearest example of this work
of care in the seminary, as it highlights the integration of cogni-
tive science principles into theological education for the benefit of
students (and, eventually, those whom students will serve in their
ministries). She maps theological educational practices onto the
framework of cognitive science in order to encourage her readers —
primarily faculty and the executive staff who determine curricula —
to enhance the effectiveness of the training they provide.

Helen Yeung's book review provides an excellent complement to
Ho's analysis as it encourages new practices of community life and
devotion out of the experiences of author Maria Liu Wong.

Second, two of the articles develop the topic of interfaith relations
as a demonstration of theologically guided care. Sara Afshari and
Anwar Berhe offer different perspectives on Muslims and their con-
texts and on how Christians should best care for these neighbors.
Writing from Evangelical Theological College in Addis Ababa, Ber-



he describes how establishing a new Master’s program has trained
Christian students to explore theological similarities and differenc-
es with Muslims. This program equips Christians to live and work
peacefully among Muslims. In Europe, Afshari offers an example of
those theories in practice outside the classroom as she compares
Muslim and Christian concepts of God’s oneness, of hope, and of
God's justice. She demonstrates the implications of these similari-
ties and differences between the two faiths’ definitions, especially
for individuals navigating the challenges of displacement and for
the Christian communities that seek to care for them.

Of course, as Afshari shows most plainly, care for one’s neighbor
cannot remain in the realm of theory, so readers may draw practi-
cal applications for their own situations from each of the pieces in
this issue. Evan Hunter’s article on board leadership, which pres-
ents a case study from Arab Baptist Theological Seminary in Leb-
anon, offers direct, actionable steps for how a board can cultivate
effective leadership within a theological institution. Hunter demon-
strates how a seminary board should act as a collaborator with
the seminary executive so that boards and executives can lead the
institution toward greater vibrancy and wiser stewardship of re-
sources together. From Hunter's article, board members can glean
insights for fostering a culture of trust and establishing patterns of
accountability across the institution.

Furthermore, from Berhe’s article, readers may be inspired to re-
flect more rigorously on how their programs could align with their
context. By Ho's article, they may be challenged to consider how
their institution’s pedagogies might push back against less helpful
aspects of the cultures in which they work. From Afshari’s consid-
eration of the commonalities between Christian and Muslim theolo-
gies, readers may be nudged to think about how seminaries might
contribute to the effort of making new believers “members of the
family” rather than “permanent guests.” Each of these pieces might
inspire not only new practices but also projects for further research
— such as study of how cognitive science principles actually play out
in classrooms in different cultures, or how autobiographical reflec-
tion by one student might influence other students’ ministries.

As well as demonstrating how Christians engaged in theological
education can care for others, these articles enact three values that
have been essential to the InSights Journal since its inception.

Most obviously, the pieces in this issue offer international perspec-
tives on theological education. Discussions span the globe, from
Taiwan to Ethiopia, from Lebanon to North America and Europe. As
so often in these pages, this breadth highlights the universality of
the opportunities and challenges across theological education.
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Always in productive tension with this universality, though, is the
importance of specific contextualization. The authors in this issue
challenge the institutions of which they are a part — whether as
faculty, staff, board members, or alumni — to tailor their programs
to address their institutions’ specific geographic, demographic,
and cultural contexts. Even Afshari’s article, though not aimed at a
seminary, reveals the importance of Western institutions becoming
sensitive to the opportunities opened by recent waves of refugees
and migrants.

To hold these apparent opposites of globalism and contextual-
ization together, the pieces in this issue reveal the importance of
interdisciplinary, collaborative approaches. Cognitive science can
be integrated into theological education; psychology can be inter-
woven with theology; one person’s autoethnography can provide a
foundation for others’ devotional practices. Collaboration can unite
school executives and boards, international and local leaders, fac-
ulty and students, lay practitioners and academics. These creative
approaches underscore the importance of collective wisdom and
shared vision in theological education.

As those called to mirror Christ in the world, members of theolog-
ical educational communities must continue to reflect upon and to
practice care for others. This issue’s articles will contribute to those
efforts as we seek, together, to love those around us well.

Author Bio: Evelyn Reynolds directs the Leader Studies
program for Scholar Leaders. She also serves as Co-Ex-
ecutive Editor for the InSights Journal. She has a PhD in
medieval English literature and an MFA in poetry.
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From Despair to Hope: How Refugees from

Muslim Backgrounds Use the Concept of Hope in
their Approach to the Church and Conversion
Sara Afshari

Abstract

The central question of this article is how the concept of hope
shapes the experiences of refugees from Muslim backgrounds as
they approach conversion to Christianity in Europe. | will explore
this question by briefly considering Charles Richard Snyder’s defini-
tion of hope before offering a theological analysis of the similarities
and differences between Islamic and Christian approaches to hope.

Introduction

The phrase “from despair to hope” indicates a process that bridges
displacement, replacement, and settlement; disempowerment and
empowerment; being lost and found, condemned and saved, and
so on. Throughout history, forced and voluntary migration have
been prevalent due to disasters, exploitation, war, persecution,
and the natural human inclination to explore new places. Refugees
fleeing persecution facilitated the early spread of the church, and
accounts of refugees and migrants fill the Bible. Aside from actual
geographical movement, in both the Old and the New Testaments,
the people of God identify themselves as spiritual “foreigners and
strangers” in this world (Leviticus 25:23; 1 Chronicles 29:15; 1 Peter
2:11).

We can pinpoint 2011 as the start of the refugee “crisis” in Europe.
As violence erupted in Syria, Iraq, Libya, and North Africa, people
were forced to flee their homes and seek refuge elsewhere. This
was the biggest refugee crisis Europe had seen since World War Il
and came as a surprise to many. Unfortunately, this influx of refu-
gees also sparked fear and prejudice towards foreigners, particu-
larly Muslims, in Europe, due to nations’ lack of preparation. How-
ever, amidst the challenges, the Church has played a crucial role in
providing assistance to these displaced individuals. In fact, some
refugees from Muslim backgrounds (especially from Shia back-
grounds) have even found solace in converting to Christianity as
they search for a sense of belonging. Given ongoing global conflicts,
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migration remains a prominent concern in Europe — and continues
to be an important part of the Church’s mission. Therefore, this ar-
ticle aims to contribute particularly to European Christians’ under-
standing of the migrants that surround them — as well as to global
understanding of the refugee experience more generally.

| will use the concept of hope in Islam and in Christianity to reflect
on the experiences of Muslim refugees who have turned to the
church to enhance and activate their hope. My research will delve
into their Islamic upbringing and how it influenced their journey
towards hope and eventual conversion. Because refugee journeys
are a combination of spiritual, physical, emotional, political, and
psychological crossings, displaced persons’ religious worldviews
serve as a guiding light as they endure these changes and, particu-
larly, as they join their new host communities and even the church.
However, the way Christian communities handle these encounters
can either strengthen refugees’ hope or result in disappointment
and despair. Therefore, this article’s final section will briefly ex-
amine how the church can offer hope to refugees using the Good
Samaritan model in Luke 10:25-37.

Charles Richard Snyder’s definition of hope is a useful place at
which to begin to examine how hope is understood and lived out
by Muslim refugees. Snyder defines hope as “the sum of perceived
capabilities to produce routes to desired goals, along with the
perceived motivation to use those routes” (Snyder 2000, 8). For
Snyder hope is a positive state of motivation arising from a sense
of agency or goal-directed energy that develops a pathway, that
makes plans to achieve goals (Snyder 2000, 287). This definition
has three basic components — goals/agenda, agency, and pathway
—that provide a framework for understanding how refugees and
migrants turn to religion in pursuit of their goals. Refugees’ goals
are the anchors of their hope; goals translate into action. Yet every
goal has a sense of uncertainty, so proper pathways are needed to
ensure achievement of goals. Agency stands between goals and
pathways and connects them. It is the motivational component in
the refugee’s journey that provides perseverance and perception of
possibility.

Muslim refugees’ religious worldview, Islam, plays a significant role
in helping them find and direct their pathways toward their goals.
Religion drives refugees’ sense of agency or motivation — though
of course it also touches their setting of the goals themselves and
their sense of the possible or necessary actions to take to achieve
those goals. In Islam, God is at the centre of every agenda-setting
action; he is believed to be even closer to each person than their
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own “jugular vein” (Quran, 50.16); and people are called not to
despair of God’s mercy (Quran, 39.53). God’s mercy is understood
in the doctrine of Tawhid (the oneness of God), Ma’'ad (the resurrec-
tion of the dead) and AdI (God's justice). | will explore each of these
aspects in more detail below.

Is “From despair to hope” the appropriate title? Perhaps not, in this
sense: Before despair there has to be hope, as we cannot move

to despair if we do not initially have hope. Hope pre-exists and

is more fundamental than despair. Hope is not optimism; it is not
wishful thinking. As Snyder’s definition demonstrates, hope is not
passive. It requires participation, engagement, and action. As we
shall see by comparing the concepts of hope in Islam and in Chris-
tianity, hope is an active waiting. In both Islam and Christianity, it
can also be translated as actively request something, for example
in Matthew 7:7-8. The church’s message of hope not only sparks
the possibility of a brighter future for refugees’ lives in Europe but
also restores and transforms refugees’ faith in God (Tawhid), their
belief in the resurrection (Ma’ad) (that in Christ they can be resur-
rected into a new life even here in this life), and their trust in God’s
justice (Adl) that through the Bible and the action of his church, God
has not and will not abandon them.

The Concept of Hope in Islam and in Christianity

In all Abrahamic religions hope is a divine virtue. It is a significant
part of human existence that makes life worth living. The source

of hope is the image of God or the breath of God within us. In both
Islam and Christianity, hope is also closely linked to believers’ cove-
nant with God. Tabatabai, an Iranian Shai’a scholar, explains that,
within the concept of Iman (Faith), the believer’s covenant with God
relies on two activities: the believer’s role is to trust; God’s role is

to save (Tabatabai, 1976). A similar concept of covenant exists in
Christianity.

We may explore the idea of hope at greater length through three
facets of Islamic belief that have parallels in Christianity. In Islam,
hope is anchored in the concept of Tawhid, the oneness of God;

in Ma’ad, belief in the resurrection of the dead; and in Adl, belief

in God’s justice. The believer trusts the One God who promises,
through his messengers and in his scriptures, that he will act merci-
fully to bring about salvation.

The Concept of Tawhid (Oneness of God)

The foundation of hope in Islam is the oneness of God (4 ¢3). In
Islam, Tawhid is not only the theological concept of the “oneness

— 13 —
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of God” but also a socio-religious practice, as the oneness of God
manifests in creation, in commandment, and in worship. Islamic
theologians such as Al Farugi (2000) use the term Tawhid in four
ways:

1. Monotheism in essence, which means that God’s essence testi-
fies to his oneness. The essence of God is unique and incompa-
rable. It is immense and has no plurality.

2. Monotheism in attributes, which indicates the objectivity of
God’s attributes within his essence. Attributes are also essence.

3. Monotheism in work and creation, which means that God has
no partner in creative agency, just as he does not share his na-
ture.

4. Monotheism in worship, which simply means that (for exam-
ple) you may pray to a saint, but only God deserves to be wor-
shiped.

Quran 3.64 indicates that all Abrahamic faiths are bound together
by the concept of Tawhid, God’s oneness. This similarity between
how God is understood as One in Islam and in Christianity can help
refugees transition from one faith to the other.

Refugees whose hopes have been spoiled, who are estranged
from their religious communities, and who have fled their homes
not only need a new physical home but also a new, stable religious
worldview in which they can be restored, into which their hope can
be translated, and in which they can be renewed. For example, in
the deconversion process (moving away from one’s religion), the
main concern is not about the loss of religion but about the loss of
identity. The believer no longer knows who they are in the world
because their sense of identity was rooted in the permanence, the
stability — the Oneness — of the God in whom they trusted. The loss
of that sense of identity includes a loss of hope. Loss of hope strips
the believer’s life of meaning and purpose. Thus, a shaken belief in
the One God can lead to a shaken identity and, potentially, to a loss
of hope, even to despair.

In such a situation, people desire reassurance. So, when the Mus-
lim believer turns to Christianity and learns to dream of a saviour,
someone to rescue them and help them to achieve their goals — or
to show them a light — they can set new, hopeful pathways. In-
troducing God as Saviour to their religious system makes God
approachable and relational. Now, God can be trusted; trust is no
longer a dream but reality. This fact can be seen in recurring stories
of dreams and visions told by Muslim converts to Christianity. For
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instance, an Iranian refugee living in Cyprus initially planned to use
Christianity as a means of migrating to a new country. However,
after experiencing true encounters with Christ through dreams and
prayer, he had a change of heart. During his final court hearing, he
openly admitted to the judge that he had been using conversion as
a strategy to secure his stay in the country. However, his sincere
belief in Christ had alleviated his fear of losing his asylum case.
The judge was moved by his honest confession and granted him
refugee status.

These refugees find inner peace in their new faith. During my
research in Denmark, | noticed that almost all the refugees with
whom | spoke (especially Afghan refugees) mentioned three rea-
sons for attending church: a sense of inner peace; seeking God'’s
presence; and hope for a better, more certain life here and now.
Such peace and hope connect refugees to the idea of the oneness
of God who is not only creator but also sustainer (Psalm 54:4).

The Concept of Ma’ad (Hope)

Many Muslim refugees who convert to Christianity do not limit their
hope to a better life here and now, though that hope is indeed the
most important for their current situation. Rather, their new Chris-
tian hope builds upon the concept of Ma’ad that they know from
Islam. In Islam, Ma’ad is belief in the resurrection of the dead. The
Quran 15.56 says, “Do not despair of the mercy of God.” One of the
meanings of the “mercy of God” in Islam, in relation to the concept
of resurrection of the dead, is God’s forgiving attitude towards his
people that comes from his kindness. Therefore, belief in the res-
urrection of the dead means also hope of better life after death. As
Quran 39.53 says, “Believers without hope are sinners,” because
they refuse to believe in God’s mercy. Both of these verses indicate
that Islamic hope, similar to Christian hope, is a futuristic hope that
emphasizes the promises of God for life after death. However, in
Islam, God’s mercy is associated with life after death only and ex-
cludes the idea of a better life in this world. We will explore impli-
cations of this difference between Islamic and Christian concepts of
hope under the concept of Adl later.

Yet belief in eternal life is strongly linked to the present condition of
life, to ethical, moral, and spiritual attitudes and actions. For that
reason, no one can talk about eternal hope without printing it into
their life here and now: the future exists in the present and is in

the making. Therefore, as in Christianity, in Islam hope is an active
and participative waiting that, even as it looks to the future, also
engages the past and present. Engagement with past and present
while looking into the future demonstrates the non-linearity of time
in relation to hope. Through hope, our inner beings comfort us that
“one day problems will be solved, peace will reign, and justice will

— 15 —
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prevail.” That one-day includes yesterday, today, and tomorrow.

For instance, a refugee woman from Iran who endured two abusive
relationships (with her family and in marriage) believed that her
conversion to Christianity was a manifestation of God’s hope for
her since birth. In this light, her past hope was viewed through the
story of Christ’s resurrection, as she saw herself as having died (she
had to go through the two abusive relationships) and now being
alive. As she expressed, “He brought me back from the land of the
dead and from hell.”

Therefore, religious pathways can encourage the individual to hope
in God’s mercy, which can empower the individual to move away
from despair and to set new, hopeful goals. Indeed, taking the risk
of leaving one’s home and becoming a refugee in an unknown land
is an indication of hope translated into agency and “goal-directed
energy.” In fact, moving from one own'’s religion to another can also
be interpreted as moving to an unknown territory since the church
is unknown territory for the Muslim. In this new territory, the Bible
comforts them that all believers are “foreigners and strangers” in
this world (1 Chronicles 29:15; 1 Peter 2:11).

The Concept of Adl (Divine Justice)

While “just” is one of God’s attributes in Islam, the Quran makes

no direct statement that “God is just.” This is because, in Islam,
God is the absolute owner to whom all things will ultimately return
(Quran 11:123). He has the right to dispose of everything as He
pleases. The concept of justice and injustice does not apply to God,
as everything belongs to Him. One demonstration of this concept’s
implications is the argument by Iranian scholar Morteza Motahhari,
who claims that justice and injustice are moral and social terms;
therefore, God is neither just nor unjust. Nonetheless, as in other
Abrahamic religions, Muslims believe in God as “the establisher of
justice” (Quran 57:25). This is because justice is not only a social
issue but also an eschatological one. As Motahhari puts it, “[J]ustice,
in its social sense, is the purpose and goal of prophethood (nab-
uvat), and in its philosophical sense, it is the foundation of the af-
terlife (ma'ad)” (Motahhari, 2005). So, how does Adl (God’s justice)
relate to hope?

The concept of Adl in Islam encourages individuals to prioritize
following God’s will in their actions in order to receive God’s mercy
and strive for a better life after death. In this sense, hope is seen

as a request (tammana) — asking benefit from God in exchange for
leading a good life (Q 53:24). However, these requests should be
made with a sincere fear of God in one’s heart (Q 3:75). This fear of
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God is a reminder that punishment and hell are real; as an escha-
tological response, it is closely tied to the concept of hope in God's
mercy.

Because God owns all things, controls life after death, and de-
mands perfection, one could conclude that in Islam, hope is not
solely focused on individuals’ goals and agendas but rather on God
himself and on achieving perfection before God. Therefore, finding
agency and pathways to achieve personal goals in Islam might be
problematic, as the emphasis lies more on obeying God to secure
eternal life than on finding personal benefit here and now.

As | have studied converts’ testimonies, | have seen that this per-
spective, together with fear of God (fear of hell and punishment),
have been among key reasons why some who have converted
from Islam have renounced their faith or have been disillusioned
by Islam. Many refugees and migrants left their homes in search of
safety and a better life here and now. Implied in that action is the
fact that their hope centres on themselves in the present.

In addition, these refugee converts desire to anchor (agency) their
hope on God (pathway) to provide them security, unconditional
love, and support as they strive towards their aspirations for this
life now. By promising Christ’s boundless love as a present, per-
sistent reality, Christianity provides them with a welcoming space
to pursue their personal goals: “Ask and it will be given to you; seek
and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For ev-
eryone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and to the one
who knocks, the door will be opened” (Matthew 7:7-8).

The Church’s Model of Hope

As | have demonstrated above, many similarities exist between
traditional understandings of hope in Christianity and in Islam.

However, there are differences between the concept of hope in God
in Islam and in Christianity for example in the concept of God’s jus-
tice (AdI). The fact that in Islam people have to earn their salvation
(heaven) means that Islam has no notion of justification by grace
through faith, as does Christianity. In Islam heaven must be gained
by the believer’'s work. Second, in Islam, one of God'’s attributes is
love. Yet a direct (without a mediator) and intimate relationship
with God may not be possible in Islam. In both Islam and Christiani-
ty, itis believed that God is love and that He has blessed every per-
son with His breath and his image. However, in Islam, believers are
considered as servants of God rather than His children. They will
stay God'’s servants even if they become God’s successors on earth
(Khalifatollah). Third, there is a kingdom of grace in Islam (mainly

—_ 17 —
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linked to the afterlife), but Muslim converts are more familiar with
the idea of a kingdom of power and fear because of the emphases
of Islamic teachings and leadership.

Thus, the main difference between the two concepts of hope is the
fact that Christian hope is based on justification by grace and the
fact that God’s loving action allows Christians to move from being
his servants to being his children, to move from the kingdom of fear
to the kingdom of grace. Through these differences, a shift in worl-
dview from Islam to Christianity can give refugees assurance and
certainty — a pathway to their hope.

Though Christianity teaches salvation by grace through faith,
Christian hope must still be an active hope. One reason for this is
because the price of salvation was too high for anyone to afford, so
God personally paid for it. Therefore, this costly grace should serve
as the foundation of our hope, which in turn requires us to active-
ly engage with God, the world, and our faith. This engagement
includes repentance and a strong belief in God.

To return to Snyder’s language: During their experience in the
church and with Christian communities, refugees engage in a
learning process to comprehend the impact of Christian teaching
on the agendas they set. This process includes re-evaluating their
goals and desires. As they gain new understandings, their attitudes
towards their active hope and their agendas may shift. This trans-
formation requires close guidance from the church.

An illustration of a revised agenda is the story of Mahmoud, an
I[ranian convert from a Muslim background. After 15 years of strug-
gle, his refugee status was finally approved, and he was granted
leave to remain in his new country. Unfortunately, two months
later, he was diagnosed with incurable cancer and passed away
four months afterward. Those who visited him in the hospital were
struck by his unwavering trust in God and the immense love and
gratitude he displayed. Although he could have questioned God’s
reasons, he never did — or at least, no one heard him do so. He be-
lieved that through his faith in Christ, he had found a life that even
death could not take away. This hope is a gift that the church can
offer others like Mahmoud. The world might have failed Mahmoud,
but he was able to reclaim his life through his faith in Christ and to
rewrite his understanding of his life through Christian hope.

Christian hope serves as a source of strength and expands ref-
ugees’ horizons. Despite facing challenges, such as being incar-
cerated in or forced to flee from their home country, or losing their
asylum cases, many of them do not lose faith. They may lose a
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place in the Christian community, but they remain steadfast in
believing in God’s love and mercy. They persist in hoping for better
circumstances. Their hope in God’s mercy empowers them to stand
firm and feel a sense of security, even in the midst of uncertainties
and challenges. As Hebrews 6:19 says, “We have this hope as an
anchor for the soul, firm and secure.” Such hope allows individuals
to embark on a transformative journey towards the future with
perseverance and steadiness.

Conclusion

How has the church responded to refugees’ hopeful agendas? My
conclusions here are mainly based on my observations during my
time in Denmark and the U.K.

In my research, | have found notable parallels between certain
aspects of the church’s reactions to issues faced by refugees and
the parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:25-37. Despite facing
criticism, the church has continued to welcome and care for refu-
gees, to take pity on them, to bandage their wounds, to feed them,
to shelter them, to pray for them and with them, and to teach them
about Christian faith. The central focus of the Good Samaritan
model revolves around the dynamic interplay of hope, faith, and
love — characterised by active faith, steadfastness of hope, and the
labour of love. 1 Thessalonians 1:3 echoes this interplay: “We con-
tinually remember before our God and Father your work produced
by faith, your labour prompted by love, and your endurance inspired
by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.” Therefore, at its core, the Good
Samaritan story centres on empowerment and encouragement.

However, many churches learn to care for Muslim-background
refugees through trial and error. The church still needs to enhance
its knowledge and practice of true diakonia as modelled by the
Good Samaritan. If | may reapply the parable to this situation: The
church should transition from being a Good Samaritan to fulfilling
the role of Innkeeper or Home. The Good Samaritan (Jesus Christ)
brings refugees into the care of the Innkeeper (the church), present-
ing the church an opportunity to learn and grow. It is important for
the church to know when to move the refugees from the inn (where
they receive welcome and care) to the home (where they can find

a sense of belonging and share space and power). Discerning how
and when to move refugees from dependent to independent, from
guests to family, has been a challenging task for the church. At
times, it seems like the church and refugees are caught in a cycle of
constantly welcoming and being welcomed, a cycle that inadver-
tently traps refugees as temporary lodgers in an inn rather than as
permanent, responsible members of a family.
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This process of care is a journey on which both the church (as sym-
bolized by the Samaritan and the Innkeeper) and refugees (as sym-
bolized by the Wounded) must embark together in order to foster
reconciliation. The church must come to terms with its own flaws,
while refugees must confront their past. Together, church and refu-
gees must become a family (in a real and practical sense) and wit-
ness to God's acts of love as He heals, restores, and reshapes every
believer, no matter their background. As the church moves beyond
serving as a temporary guesthouse to become a permanent, inclu-
sive space for refugees, refugees can learn to act on their new hope
by setting their own, hope-filled goals, taking agency, and pursuing
pathways that share their hope with others.
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Creating a New MA in Christian-Muslim Relations:

A Case Study from the Evangelical Theological
College, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

Anwar Mehammed Berhe

Abstract

The process of developing a new educational program requires a
survey of local conditions and global realities, discussion with dif-
ferent stakeholders, development of a curriculum, implementation,
and a continuous test of the program’s impact on the lives of the
students and their ministries. The curriculum should be designed in
a way that serves the mission of the institution. This article explores
how the new MA in Christian-Muslim relations at Evangelical Theo-
logical College was designed, implemented, and assessed.

Introduction

In 1983, the Evangelical Theological College (ETC) was estab-
lished in Addis Ababa as an underground theological college while
Ethiopia was still a communist country. Since then, ETC has offered
programs mainly at the undergraduate level. In 2011-2012, to
consider how to meet the needs of Ethiopian churches and the en-
tire community, ETC conducted a comprehensive strategic review.
The area that the strategic review presented as a key issue for
ETC was program revision. Thus, ETC set a strategic goal of open-
ing graduate-level programs. To fulfill this goal, and as part of its
commitment to grow and address the needs of Ethiopian churches
by producing servant leaders at the graduate level, the institution
launched the Master of Arts program in Christian-Muslim Relations
in September 2020.

To examine the experience of creating the new MA in Chris-
tian-Muslim Relations at ETC, | reviewed institutional doc-
uments, interviewed current students and graduates, and
reflected on my personal experiences as a team leader in the
program. This article will explore in more detail the process
of developing this program, including the underlying factors
that led the institution to create this program, the experience
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of developing the curriculum, the challenges that the college
encountered during operation, and the tools set for evalua-
tion and follow-up.

The Rationale

What were the underlying factors for the development of this
program? ETC considered several factors. First, by the launch of the
program in 2020, over 542 million Muslims were living on the Afri-
can continent (Houssain, 2010, 140). Specifically, the Horn of Africa
nations have a total population of 57 million Muslims, and Ethiopia
has over 37 million Muslims. In total, this constitutes about 33.88

% of the total population (Houssain, 2010, 136, 140). These demo-
graphic realities, in tandem with Ethiopia’s geographical location,
give Ethiopian churches broad opportunities for missions among
Muslim communities — and create challenges related to Islamic
extremism coming from the Middle East, neighboring nations, and
within the country itself. Furthermore, Ethiopia is Africa’s political
hub. Addis Ababa is a top diplomatic city, as it is the seat of the Af-
rican Union, the African Economic Commission, and other regional
and international organizations. This fact provides opportunities for
Ethiopian churches to create ministry networks with other African
churches and to spread the gospel to neighboring nations and the
Middle East. Ethiopia’s demographics and geography invite ETC to
equip Christian workers at the highest educational levels.

Second, despite this enormous Muslim population in Ethiopia and
the Horn of Africa, we noticed a lack of trained Christian practi-
tioners and academics in the area of ministry to Muslims. Though
we are surrounded by so many Muslims, few Christians know well
how to engage with them and disciple Muslim-background be-
lievers effectively. Therefore, the MA in Christian-Muslim Relations
aims to address this need by training Christian missionaries, disci-
ple-makers, and ministry leaders for healthy interreligious engage-
ments, for sharing the Good News about Jesus with Muslims, and
for equipping new converts from Islam with the word of God.

The third important factor for creating this new program was that
African churches in general and Ethiopian churches in particular
are facing tremendous theological, relational, social, and spiritual
challenges from Islam. As Walter Eric stated,

Islam does not only present a challenge through the Da’'wah
activities, actively trying to convince non-Muslims to convert
to Islam, there is also a spiritual challenge. The spiritual side
of this challenge is twofold. First there are the rhetoric attacks
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against the content of the Gospel, particularly about the person,
nature and work of Jesus Christ . .. This approach of Muslims
presents a serious spiritual challenge for the Christian faith,
because it questions our core beliefs. It is absolutely neces-
sary that the Church in Africa addresses these allegations and
sometimes serious questions which Muslims have. If no an-
swers are given, more Christians will eventually be convinced to
become Muslims and many Muslims who are seriously seeking
for a spiritual answer will not find the truth in Jesus Christ. The
other side of this spiritual challenge is the fact that there are
still so many Muslim people groups in Africa without a Christian
witness and without their own indigenous church. As Chris-
tians we need to see each individual Muslim as a person that is
deeply loved by God and not as a representative of an Islamic
organization. And this leads us to the important question of
how we respond to all these challenges. (Walter, 2008, 6)

Eric notes two problems: First, the questions Muslims raise about
Christianity; second, the lack of Christian witness among Muslims
that can lead Christians to see Muslims as an undifferentiated
(even threatening) group. ETC’s program is an integral part of the
work to address these two problems, as it will train Christians to
respond wisely to Muslims’ theological questions and as it will help
Christians recognize “each individual Muslim as a person that is
deeply loved by God” (Walter, 2008, 6). Through this program, ETC
seeks to present a comprehensive Christian education focusing on
equipping Christian workers with the skills and knowledge on how
they can effectively respond to the challenges of Islam and lead
Muslims to Christ. Responses may include research projects, publi-
cations, and personal, one-on-one engagement with Muslims.

Fourth, several Ethiopian undergraduate theological institutions
include Islamics and missions courses in their curricula, and some
of them offer undergraduate degree programs in Christian-Muslim
relations or mission studies. Even so, not enough educators teach in
these subjects, so the MA in Christian-Muslim Relations will pro-
duce more educators who can teach on Islam at the diploma and
bachelor levels.

Finally, in recent years, many Ethiopian domestic and professional
workers have been seeking jobs in the Middle Eastern countries.
Fassil Demissie notes that “in the last two decades, the migration
(both legal and clandestine) of Ethiopian female domestic workers
to globalizing cities of the Middle East and the Gulf States partic-
ularly, to Dubai, Beirut, Riyadh, Aman, Abu Dhabi, Doha, Sana’q,
and Cairo has increased dramatically because of the dynamics of
globalization and neoliberal economic policies” (Demissie, 2018,
1). This human movement will only keep growing. Offering these
workers short-term missiological training will prepare them for
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service among Muslims abroad and enable them to engage with
Muslim communities in the Middle East. Thus, launching the MA in
Christian-Muslim Relations became a vital part of how ETC trains
missionaries and educators who in turn can teach domestic work-
ers how to engage with their employers and witness for Christ.

These factors led ETC to consider developing a curriculum that
addresses the theological, spiritual, social, and relational needs of
Ethiopian churches as they engage with Muslims. What does the
curriculum aim to achieve? What steps did ETC take to develop the
curriculum for this program? Now we turn to these questions.

Curriculum Development Process

As Fritz Deininger states, “The task of designing a curriculum is

not just choosing a few courses that should be included in a study
program. It is an effort that requires much thought, research, and
discussions” (Deininger, 2017, 18). ETC certainly experienced
Deininger’s reality of “thought, research, and discussions,” as ETC
took several steps to develop the curriculum in a way that might be
both relevant to the local context and connected to global realities.

The first step was that, in June 2019, a team of academic leaders
from ETC drafted a curriculum that would address the needs of
Ethiopian churches and serve the institution’s mission. In this pro-
cess, ETC'’s faculty assessed contextual and global realities (men-
tioned in the previous section) and students’ situations (where they
come from and where they go after graduation). We found that
students come from different geographical locations, vocations,
Christian traditions, academic preparations, and ministry experi-
ence. They also go to different ministry locations after graduation,
such as being missionaries in Muslim communities, educators in
other theological institutions, or leaders in the churches. Moreover,
the faculty examined the topics that would serve students’ needs
and fulfill the programs’ goals. Then the team prepared a draft
course description for each course.

After the full list of courses and the curriculum had been drafted,
ETC invited Christian experts who teach Islamic studies in different
global regions to comment on the curriculum and give recommen-
dations. In September and October 2019, six people at theological
seminaries and universities in Europe, Australia, and Africa sent
their feedback on the draft curriculum. These international experts
recommended that the curriculum should better balance depth and
breadth, rename some courses to allow us to cover enough content,
and include some new courses, such as “Communicating the Gospel
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with Muslims” and “Folk Phenomena in Islam” to deal with the lives
of ordinary Muslims and their spirituality. One of the experts noted
that the inclusion of these courses would provide students with
ministry skills and help to “establish a good balance in our curricu-
lum between the ideology issues and the ‘people’ thing.” Following
this feedback, the committee revised the curriculum. Among other
changes, we added “Folk Phenomena in Islam” as a core required
course and “Communicating the Gospel with Muslims” as an elec-
tive.

The final stage of curriculum development was collecting evalua-
tions from local academics and practitioners, as well as ETC’s own
staff and faculty. In December 2019, ETC organized a half-day
discussion to collect reactions to be used to revise the curriculum. In
this forum, some local practitioners raised important ideas related
to the challenges they see in the mission field, such as that they
often hear Muslims accuse Christians about certain doctrines, and
Christians are not able to effectively respond to them. In addition,
Christians face cross-cultural communication challenges whenever
they want to share the gospel with Muslims due to religious and
cultural differences. Others asked that certain courses be includ-
ed and others removed so that the program could better fulfill its
purpose. They asked us to include “Apologetics to Islam,” “Cultural
Anthropology,” and “Cross-cultural Communication.” On the other
hand, they recommended removing the “Power Encounter” course
because its content could be addressed by other courses. The ac-
ademic team collected these recommendations and again revised
the curriculum.

Finally, after receiving approval from the board of trustees in Janu-
ary 2020, ETC officially launched the program in September 2020.

As a result of this process, the MA in Christian-Muslim Relations at
ETC is designed to prepare students for ministry in Islamic contexts
and to provide professional development for those who are already
practicing missionaries, educators, disciple-makers, and research-
ers in Muslim settings. It is also designed to prepare graduates to
pursue doctoral degrees in Islamic studies and intercultural studies
and to teach at theological institutions.

Of course, this program sits within ETC’s broader institutional con-
text. In fulfilling the Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20), ETC seeks
to prepare servant leaders for the church in Ethiopia and beyond.
To fulfill this purpose specifically in the area of ministry to Muslims,
this program aims to give students a deep understanding of Islam:
Islam’s history and theology; Qur’anic Arabic; the contemporary
issues that face Muslim communities, including current trends in Is-
lamic theology; and the proper handling of Islamic sources. It helps
students understand missiological principles and the concepts
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of interfaith engagement so that students will be able to identi-

fy, analyze, and tackle the multi-faceted problems that inevitably
arise in Christian-Muslim relations and in cross-cultural ministry. In
addition to these topics, the program gives students practical ideas
for planting churches, for conducting apologetics, and for offering
discipleship in Islamic contexts. Overall, the program helps students
develop the knowledge, skills, and dispositions for interfaith en-
gagement.

The program is designed to be delivered in a non-residential, hybrid
format. Class sessions happen both in person and via Zoom. Inten-
sive modules that fulfill program requirements happen either during
the day or in evening sessions throughout the year. The program
can be completed within two to three years. Full-time students can
complete the program in two years; those who come part-time can
complete the program in three.

Challenges during Operation

What problems did ETC face during the program’s actual opera-
tion? How were these problems addressed?

When the program began in September 2020, Covid-19 was still
spreading. As a result, many countries had closed public services,
and travel from country to country was banned. ETC had counted
on adjunct faculty traveling into Ethiopia from abroad to teach in
this program, but Covid-19 created huge challenges to interna-
tional travel. In addition, ETC faced financial hardships; students
and faculty encountered problems accessing library resources; and
some students and faculty caught Covid-19 and had to take breaks
from academic endeavors.

ETC took several measures to cope with the challenges created by
the pandemic. One strategy was to change the mode of delivery
from face-to-face to Zoom. In the beginning, students struggled to
familiarize themselves with the new technology, and ETC staff had
to help students learn how to log into Zoom. However, as of Fall
2022, the situation has changed, so adjunct lecturers can teach
either face-to-face or via Zoom. We are so thankful for the commit-
ment and sacrificial service of local full-time and part-time lecturers
and of international adjuncts who teach in the program (40% of
the courses are taught by global adjunct faculty from the USA, UK,
Germany, South Korea, Australia, and Africa), as this team learned
together how to deliver content to students both during and after
the pandemic.
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Another problem that seriously negatively impacted the teaching-
learning process was weak internet connection. ETC resolved this
problem by conducting one-to-one discussions with individual stu-
dents to advise them on how to find stronger internet connections
in their areas.

The college resolved financial constraints by working with like-min-
ded partners and donor organizations. In the beginning, the school
had some financial hardships, but these were resolved. Yet this par-
ticular program faced serious financial challenges, as we wished to
provide scholarships to students. Most of the MA in CMR students
came from Muslim-majority areas; their churches are needy and
unable to pay their study expenses. As a result, some of them deci-
ded to terminate their studies. Thanks to generous donors, though,
they were able to resume.

Finally, ETC has addressed the problem of accessing library re-
sources by collecting soft copy materials and e-books for each
course and by providing these materials to each student during
class sessions. However, ETC made available hard copy journals
and books in the library.

Evaluation and Follow-up

Once the program began, how did ETC evaluate it to ensure that its
purpose was being achieved? How does ETC follow up with stu-
dents during class sessions and after graduation?

At this point in the program’s history, | can best answer these ques-
tions by summarizing ETC's institutional evaluation practices, which
are common across ETC courses, including the Christian-Muslim
Relations program.

ETC conducts both undergraduate and graduate courses in diffe-
rent modes of delivery. Across the whole institution, classes may be
offered during the day or in the evenings; semester-based courses
may require four months, or intensive courses may require only
two to three weeks. Some courses happen during online; others, in
person; others, during Christmas or summer holidays.

At the beginning of each course, the instructor explains the course’s
objectives. The instructor shares evaluation checklists to track how
students achieve these objectives. The instructor then assesses stu-
dents’ knowledge and skills by dividing grades between continuous
assessment tools (60%) and final assessment tools (40%). Conti-
nuous assessment tools include class attendance, participation in
cohort discussion threads, quizzes, coaching with a facilitator, and
short written assignments. Formal evaluation methods include long
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and short essays, reflection papers, book reviews, quizzes, mid-
term and final exams, presentations, or research projects. In these
evaluations, students must demonstrate their overall knowledge of
the subject and their ability to integrate that new knowledge with
other knowledge they already have. Each course requires a final
reflective paper that prompts students to apply their knowledge to
their life and work.

The field ministry course is another means by which ETC evaluates
students’ growth. During field ministry, students can practice in
real life what they learned in class. Each student works closely with
their academic advisor and their church ministry advisor during
fieldwork. At the end of fieldwork, both advisors evaluate the stu-
dent’s ministry and whether they truly did practice their classroom
knowledge.

In addition to these formal assessments, ETC evaluates students’
personal transformation informally. The institution wants to learn
how students are living out their new learning in their lives and
ministries. To this end, ETC develops students’ spiritual lives by
bringing all MA students together for eight, 40-minute sessions
every semester via Zoom. These sessions focus on prayer and
spiritual formation. Although these sessions are not graded, each
student must participate by reflecting on the material provided for
discussion. These informal sessions give students the chance to be
connected and grow together, as students and faculty speak about
their experiences. Through these gatherings, students can connect
with faculty for support, and faculty can learn about the impact of
courses on students’ daily lives.

Furthermore, many faculty seek to build relationships with stu-
dents during coffee breaks, meal times, or by phone throughout the
semester. These conversations let faculty learn how students are
benefiting from courses.

After students graduate and begin ministry, ETC seeks to main-
tain its understanding of their development. Academic leaders talk
to alumni by phone, email, or during personal visits to assess the
long-term academic and ministry impact of ETC’s education. Within
the Christian-Muslim Relations program, students and alumni often
gather for fellowship and knowledge-sharing. During these events,
faculty, graduates, and current students reflect on their academic
and ministry journeys.

As | prepared this article, | asked graduates of the Christian-Muslim

Relations program about the program’s impact on their ministries.
One graduate said:
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| was a self-taught minister before God gave me the opportu-
nity to study at the CMR program at ETC, which transformed
my ministry to a completely new dimension. | realized that it is
very important to attend formal learning classes to engage in a
systematic study of Islam and to learn from the expertise and
experiences of lecturers and fellow students. During my time

at ETC, | gained a deep understanding of both Christian and
Islamic theology, which has aided me to be successful in my mi-
nistry. | have also understood how to develop friendships with
Muslims. As a result, | can speak to many of them in a friendly
manner on various platforms and lead them to Christ. | have
learned how to help Muslim Background Believers grow in their
faith, and | managed to help some of them begin worshiping
the Lord in house churches because of fear of persecution. Be-
fore joining ETC, | thought that telling Muslims about Christ and
responding to their questions would be sufficient to lead them
to Christ. But now, | have realized that the best way to serve
Muslims is to get to know them, approach them in a friendly
manner, walk with them in their spiritual journey, and help them
to come to the lord and grow to the likeness of Christ. (Aderie)

Another said:

My study at ETC enabled me to improve my relationship with
Muslims and to present the gospel to them in culturally relevant
ways. Although | served the Lord among Muslim communities
for many years, my attitude towards Muslims was confrontatio-
nal, and | considered them as enemies of Christians. However,
after two years of my studies, | developed a sense of compass-
ion and love for them, my understanding of Islam and Muslims
has grown, and my communication and ministry skills have
improved. Now, | am so passionate to continue planting chur-
ches among Muslim communities and equipping more Christian
workers for Muslim ministry. (Besha)

This section shows the importance of implementing formal and
informal assessment tools to evaluate the impact of the MA on
students’ lives and ministries, both during classroom sessions and
after graduation. Continuous assessment should be in place to
improve the teaching-learning process and to ensure the fulfillment
of the program’s goals. In particular, graduates’ personal stories
can help academic leaders to improve the MA’s content, mode of
delivery, and curriculum.

Conclusion

The process of developing an academic program requires identi-
fying and analyzing the factors that need to be addressed by the
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program’s curriculum and operation. ETC identified several prob-
lems that needed to be addressed by a Masters in Christian-Muslim
Relations. These factors included the challenges and opportunities
of Ethiopia’s geographic and demographic context, a lack of trained
individuals in the area of Christian ministry among Muslim com-
munities, the theological, relational, social, and spiritual challenges
that African churches are facing from Islam, and the necessity of
teaching trainers who can prepare Ethiopian domestic workers
when they pursue jobs in the Middle Eastern countries.

ETC developed a program to address these factors and to equip
Christian workers with the knowledge, skills, and passion to serve
Muslim communities in Ethiopia and beyond. To design the cur-
riculum, ETC considered local and global realities and consulted
with international and local leaders. ETC has also put continuous
assessment mechanisms in place that enabled it to understand
to what degree the curriculum is serving the program’s ultimate
purpose. These evaluations continue to enable ETC to measure
students’ growth and ministerial impact.

| see the transformation of students’ lives as the greatest success
of the program. The program enhanced the students’ understand-
ing of Islam and Muslims. It also positively changed their attitude
towards Muslims, as they began to see Muslims as humans who
need Jesus instead of as enemies. Furthermore, it improved their
cross-cultural communication skills and enabled them to lead
many Muslims to Christ. More and more Christian workers express
interest in entering the program and serveing in the Muslim com-
munities.

ETC’s experience of creating a new MA in Christian-Muslim rela-
tions may be helpful for other schools endeavoring to launch similar
programs. Of course, the demographic, cultural, and religious land-
scape of Ethiopia is unique, so this program was designed for that
unique landscape. Even so, certain principles can be transferred to
other global contexts. For instance, academic leaders in other insti-
tutions can learn from our experience of curriculum development to
design programs that addresses the interfaith issues of their con-
texts. In addition, other institutions might learn from our evaluation
tools and develop their own for their context. Moreover, although
ETC’s administration faced various challenges, it addressed them
by working with like-minded partners. This fact may encourage
other institutions to pursue local and international collaborations
to address their own challenges. Overall, our experience may shed
light on others’ situations in ways that encourage and inspire.
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The Theological Educational Model of China

Evangelical Seminary and John Vervaeke’s Four
Ways of Knowing
Shirley 8. Ho

Abstract

Established in 1970, China Evangelical Seminary (CES) has pro-
duced over 2,000 graduates, yet a thorough examination of its
theological education model is conspicuously lacking. This article
seeks to begin to fill this void by delving into CES’s educational phi-
losophy and practices through the lens of cognitive science, utilizing
John Vervaeke’s theory of knowledge, which outlines four ways

of knowing. By showcasing the alignment between Vervaeke’s
cognitive paradigm and CES’s vision of comprehensive theological
education and ministerial development, the article illustrates how
this framework offers an appropriate cognitive scientific mapping of
categories and language to articulate the seminary’s mission that
may be helpful for other theological educational institutions.

Introduction

Established in 1970, China Evangelical Seminary (CES) is commit-
ted to train laborers for the kingdom of God. (An alternate name of
CES is China Evangelical Graduate School of Theology (CEGST).)
CES has been registered with Taiwan'’s Ministry of Education since
2020. It is located at 53 Chang-An Street, Bade District, Taoyuan
City, Taiwan. The institution is broadly evangelical, non-denomi-
national, and residential. It encompasses both formal and informal
programs. It is primarily dedicated to serving Chinese churches and
Chinese Christians globally, as the medium of instruction is Manda-
rin Chinese. Its overarching vision includes training workers for the
Kingdom of God, fostering partnerships in the advancement of the
gospel, and addressing contemporary societal issues. CES stands
as a testament to an enduring mission of equipping individuals for
impactful service within the evangelical tradition.

Rooted in a holistic understanding of Christian theology and min-

istry, CES emphasizes spiritual formation, academic excellence,
and practical skills development among its students. Recognizing
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the challenges of contemporary theological education in preparing
graduates for diverse ministry roles in a dynamic global context,
CES’s goal is to produce pastors and missionaries capable of en-
gaging the complexities of contemporary society by applying the
teachings of Jesus Christ while remaining firmly anchored in biblical
truth.

Despite steadfastly applying this paradigm for the past fifty years,
CES lacks systematic analysis, reflection, and description of its
educational practices. This gap may be attributed to the practical
orientation of Taiwanese Christians who prioritize action over theo-
retical considerations and mental exercise.

One way to help prompt reflection on CES’s theological educational
practice is the cognitive scientific theory of knowledge developed
by John Vervaeke. Vervaeke is a Canadian scholar of cognitive
science at the University of Toronto. He candidly acknowledges not
identifying as a Christian due to an unfortunate experience with
Christianity. However, in his “Awakening From The Meaning Crisis”
podcast, Vervaeke references Christianity as he discusses topics
ranging from ancient Greek philosophy to Buddhism to the prac-
tice of Tai-Chi Chuan. As a cognitive scientist, Vervaeke draws on
many traditions to present a comprehensive model of knowing that
transcends conventional distinctions between theory and practice,
intellect and experience. Vervaeke’s framework recognizes the intri-
cate nature of human cognition and underscores the significance of
integrating diverse ways of knowing to achieve a holistic compre-
hension of reality. He defines knowing as propositional, procedural,
perspectival, and participatory. To these ways of knowing he adds
an understanding of knowledge as embedded, embodied, enacted,
and extended. In his view, the absence of any one of these facets
results in partial, reductionistic, and irrelevant knowledge.

Vervaeke provides a compelling way to understand how individu-
als acquire and apply knowledge. Thus, this article describes the
alignment between Vervaeke’s Four Ways of Knowing and the
theological educational paradigm at CES in order to reflect on CES'’s
practices. Of course, the article does not claim that CES consciously
used Vervaeke's framework to shape its practices, which have been
ongoing for decades. Instead, it seeks to showcase how Vervaeke's
interconnected Four Ways of Knowing can help us to theorize
about CES’s educational realities. Vervaeke’s theory of knowing
offers the categories, conceptual entailments, and language needed
to describe the current practices of CES. This essay aims to serve as
a voice for critical dialogue among various theological educational
models and institutions.
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Propositional Knowing

Propositional knowing is knowledge that can be clearly expressed
in language and symbolic systems. This type of knowledge is
explicit and consciously accessible, making it teachable and share-
able. It involves the use of facts or declarative statements. Propo-
sitional knowing is characterized by its domain specificity: different
knowledge domains have specific propositions related to them.
Propositional knowing has a logical structure and features clear
statements with subjects and predicates that can be combined
using logical operators. This fact facilitates clarity and precision in
expressing propositional ideas. The logical structure of proposition-
al knowing is closely tied to rational understanding. In this form of
knowing, articulating hypotheses, theories, and empirical state-
ments is essential. Propositional knowing is frequently subject to
evaluation. It can be easily assessed for truth or falsity, coherence,
and logical consistency.

At CES, propositional knowing is addressed through the curriculum
overseen by the academic office. This consists of rigorous training
across two main divisions: Systematic and Biblical Theology and
Pastoral and Practical Theology. Training occurs in classroom set-
tings facilitated by faculty members and complemented by library
resources. In a given semester, a full-time student at CES typically
dedicates an average of 17 hours per week to study, with 16 units
allocated to classroom-based propositional knowing. If we apply

a standard 40-hour work week, we can see that these classroom
hours constitute 40% of a student’s weekly seminary schedule.
35-40 courses are available each semester (2-3 hours per course).
Most courses are required and core courses, while approximately
25% are electives. Electives expose students to sub-disciplines
within propositional knowing. The relatively lengthy classroom
hours, which differ from Western and adult education perspec-
tives, can be attributed to Taiwan’s Confucian culture, which places
greater emphasis on classroom instruction than on personal inde-
pendent study. (Confucianism emphasizes the indispensable role of
the teacher in students’ learning processes.) This culture is difficult
to eradicate.

In the realm of theological studies, propositional knowing tends to
be more abstract than concrete, yet contemporary students often
exhibit a preference for concrete thinking. As an instructor of Old
Testament courses at CES, my role involves equipping students
with the capacity to grasp abstract theological ideas and to engage
with profound concepts that extend beyond immediate sensory
experiences. My emphasis lies in guiding students through theolog-

— 34 —



ical concepts, ensuring not only a profound understanding but also
reflection and concrete application.

Given that propositional knowing relies on interconnected con-
cepts, yet students have a cognitive preference towards concrete
and practical knowing, | often begin or conclude my Old Testament
class sessions with real-life church and ministry questions that
prompt discussion. For instance, when covering prophetic litera-
ture, before or after exploring passages depicting Old Testament
prophets urging Israelites to repent from sins of idolatry and social
injustice, | may begin with a case of a church member who under-
went moral failure to stimulate students’ thinking. | then encourage
students to contemplate the challenges associated with repentance
and to consider how to cultivate a culture of repentance in their
local churches.

Or, to give another example, to address the growing impact of arti-
ficial intelligence, | have added oral examinations to my syllabus to
replace written exams or research papers. This approach evaluates
students’ proficiency in internalizing and articulating theological
truths and biblical themes verbally. The assessment criteria priori-
tize clarity and precision in theological expression, highlighting the
importance of conscious and explicit communication of theological
concepts. This intentional emphasis on precise communication un-
derscores the seminary’s acknowledgement that effective commu-
nication is crucial for fulfilling pastoral and missionary roles.

Although propositional knowing is important, as the time and effort
devoted to instilling it in students at CES demonstrates, Vervaeke
maintains that the West's prevailing intellectual climate, inherit-

ed from the Enlightenment, continues to place disproportionate
emphasis on propositional knowing. This Western-influenced
climate neglects the other three forms of knowing. Vervaeke argues
that propositions should not be the exclusive criteria for determin-
ing genuine knowledge. While acknowledging that propositional
knowing can overcome ignorance, Vervaeke asserts that it alone is
insufficient to qualify as true knowing.

Given Taiwan culture’s emphasis on utility, effectiveness, and prac-
tical application of knowledge in the material world over abstract
theoretical speculation, Vervaeke’s thought can align more closely
with Taiwanese, Confucian theories of knowing.

Additionally, it must be admitted that CES’s Systematic and Church
History department is deeply influenced by Western thought, while
efforts are underway to overcome Western influence in Biblical
Studies. The Western influence in the ST and CH department may
be explained by my observations: (1) faculty members who have
received education in the West; (2) lack of reflection regarding
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theories of knowing and knowledge, and (3) lack of engagement
with non-Western literature. However, efforts have been made to
address these three issues gradually.

Procedural Knowing

Vervaeke's second category is procedural knowing. Procedural
knowing is action-oriented. It involves the ability to execute tasks

- such as biking, swimming, or playing the piano — without con-
scious awareness. Vervaeke underscores the connection between
procedural knowing and practice because procedural knowing only
develops through repetitive, real-world application. Proficiency in
procedural knowing leads to automatic actions, where individuals
can seamlessly perform tasks they have mastered through practice.
This perspective aligns with CES’s commitment to practical theo-
logical education, to hands-on experience, skill development, and
positive habituation.

Unlike propositional knowing, procedural understanding is not
easily articulated verbally. Because it is rooted in muscle memory
and cognitive routines, it is not easily explained. Rather, this know-
ing becomes apparent through actions and behaviors, through the
performance of specific skills.

CES’s programs are designed to enhance the procedural knowing
needed for effective ministry. CES seeks to prepare pastors and
missionaries who can execute certain tasks associated with their
callings automatically and gracefully, in ways that allow them to
be effective in various ministry contexts. CES has observed that
some graduates, after being in seminary setting for 2-3 years, have
trouble in adjusting to local church life and ministry. They are more
familiar with books than people. Since church ministry is a peo-
ple-oriented endeavor, CES has built opportunities for procedural
knowing into its curriculum.

The best example of procedural knowing at CES is sermon writing
and delivery. In their hermeneutics and homiletics classes, students
are taught to choose, read, and analyze a biblical text. They are
also taught how to use tools like biblical commentaries and lexi-
cons. In addition, they learn how to exegete their respective church-
es’ needs and issues. Faculty walk students through a step-by-step,
circular writing process for each sermon. By repeating the actions
necessary to compose a sermon in many different class exercises,
students cultivate their sermon-writing “muscle memory.”

Because procedural knowing requires a repetitive feedback loop
of active performance and refinement, CES requires not only one
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semester-long course on homiletics but also three other preaching
laboratories scattered across other courses within students’ MDiv
training. Moreover, each preaching lab focuses on a different genre
of biblical text to ensure that the same procedural knowing is trans-
ferable to various kinds of biblical passages. Finally, the acquisition
and practice of homiletical procedural knowing plays out in grad-
uation sermons. Before students graduate, they must each preach
at chapel to the whole community. Faculty members and fellow
students give them feedback.

Chapel does more than allow students one final opportunity to
express their procedural knowing of how to write and deliver a
sermon. CES holds three chapels per week (Wednesdays-Fridays).
Chapel thus occupies 7.5 hours of weekly seminary life. Apart from
the preaching opportunity and the spiritual formation gained from
weekly chapels, students take turns organizing the program. They
may serve as worship leader, host and introduce an invited guest
speaker, lead corporate prayer, or make announcements. Thus,
chapel allows students to develop psychomotor familiarity with
these elements of the standard worship service. Because many of
CES's students have little experience of church ministry before they
enter the seminary, this opportunity for procedural knowing is key
to their development. They learn by doing.

After sufficiently repetitive practice, when students enter their local
churches, they are not awkward in fulfilling these duties. Instead,
they are habituated by CES’s requirements to live out a procedural
knowing of how to serve as a pastor, missionary, etc.

Perspectival Knowing

Perspectival knowing revolves around the understanding that
knowledge is not objective but is shaped by the viewpoint from
which it is considered. Perspectives are influenced by perceptual
factors, including sensory perceptions, experiences, and individual
subjectivity. Cultural and social influences play a significant role in
shaping perspectives. As in the famous parable about the blind-
folded men and the elephant, Vervaeke emphasizes the subjectiv-
ity inherent in the process of knowing, suggesting that everyone’s
unique perspective contributes to their understanding of the world.

This form of knowing involves recognizing the multiplicity of per-
spectives that exist (epistemic pluralism). Different viewpoints offer
distinct insights into reality, contributing to a more comprehensive
understanding. Thus, Vervaeke encourages individuals to move be-
yond a singular, one-dimensional perspective and to recognize the
interconnectedness of various viewpoints. This interconnectedness
forms a network of understanding and allows for a richer compre-
hension of complex phenomena.
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Cognitive flexibility is crucial for perspectival knowing. Individuals
must be able to shift between or integrate different viewpoints.
This dynamic approach acknowledges the ever-changing nature of
knowledge and emphasizes the importance of ongoing learning. In
essence, Vervaeke's definition of perspectival knowing challenges
the notion of a single, objective truth, common in the Enlightenment.
It encourages a more nuanced and open-minded engagement with
the complexities of the world. According to Vervaeke, in our plural-
istic world, the more perspectives one can hold, the better.

Access to multiple perspectives would allow CES’s students to ana-
lyze and solve real-life problems by taking on different perspectives
or roles, rather than being locked into one approach in thinking and
doing Christian ministry. However, at CES, perspectival knowing

is often overshadowed. Concern about promoting non-evangelical
viewpoints, the relativism of non-Western thought, slipping into
(ill-defined) heresies, and Taiwan’s relatively monolithic culture
hampers CES from actively embracing perspectival knowing in its
optimal sense.

Yet a proper understanding of epistemology acknowledges the
necessity of discerning the subject-object relationship in the know-
ing process. The interaction between the knower (subject) and the
known (object), like the Bible or God, should be maintained while
their interaction can be explored from diverse viewpoints. Thus,
affirming perspectival knowing does not negate the existence of
objective truth.

Though perspectival knowing receives less emphasis overall at
CES, CES does instill perspectival knowing in certain aspects of its
practice. Most simply, in order to foster a diversity of perspectives,
faculty members often rotate teaching assignments. This tradition
ensures a multiplicity of viewpoints in delivering a specific course.
The small group arrangement at CES undergoes yearly reshuf-
fling of members, ensuring that students and faculty interact with
different group members each year. This guides students’ interests
towards people and their stories in preparation for ministry.

In my own classroom, | encourage students to work from their
unique perspectives, shaped by their life experiences, when inter-
preting the Old Testament text. Further, | guide students to think
theologically, to transcend their personal viewpoints to understand
Scripture from God's perspective. This approach involves seeking to
put oneself in God's position, exploring how God thinks, feels, and
wills in different situations, considering that the authority of Scrip-
ture is rooted in God as the ultimate source of revelation.
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The different classes required at CES help students to devel-

op various lenses. Each class is a unique lens for understanding
Christian faith. For instance, the discipline of Systematic Theology
reads Scripture differently from the fields of Biblical Theology and
Practical Theology. This discipline-specific, subjective orientation
acknowledges the distinct contribution each field brings to the
learning process. It can foster openness to diverse theological in-
terpretations. That said, CES is yet to develop a course that would
help students integrate these different perspectives into coherent
whole.

Additionally, CES organizes weekly programs featuring alumni and
non-alumni, pastors, missionaries, and representatives from various
fields. CES invites these external speakers, young and old, local and
international to share their ministry philosophies, visions, practices,
and experiences. Speakers may talk about Bible translation, radio
and media, campus ministry, publication, parachurch organizations,
missions, prison ministry, halfway houses, grassroots ministry,

and politics. This exposure aims to impart perspectival knowing to
students by nudging them to engage in role-playing. As they listen
to the different speakers, they may imagine themselves in different
ministries.

One specific area in which CES could improve its practices of
perspectival knowing is the arts. Currently CES does not dialogue
with music, dance, or the visual arts in its theological educational
framework. Perhaps a worship major and hiring of music faculty
could enhance the seminary’s training and worship life.

Participatory Knowing

The final mode of knowing, participatory or embodied knowing,
represents a holistic engagement of the entire person — mind, heart,
soul, and strength — in the process of acquiring knowledge. Accord-
ing to Vervaeke, this form of knowing holds particular significance.
It requires direct interaction with the world and the world’s affor-
dances (Gibson, 1986). The term “affordances” refers to the poten-
tial uses that an object, environment, or situation provides to an
individual, based on its perceived properties.

Participatory knowing relies on firsthand experience. In contrast

to propositional knowing, which deals with consciously accessible
knowledge, participatory knowing often remains implicit, residing in
the ability to perform tasks without explicit awareness. In this way
it is more similar to procedural knowing. At its core, participatory
knowing is intricately linked to embodied experience. Vervaeke’s
definition of participatory knowing recognizes how essential the
body is to our understanding of the world and the self. Like procedural
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knowing, participatory knowing involves the development of skills,
habits, and cognitive routines through repetitive practice. This
knowledge is closely associated with context-dependent actions.
Like perspectival knowing, participatory knowing appreciates the
unique perspective each student brings to their interactions. It
promotes a comprehensive understanding that integrates sensory,
emotional, and intuitive elements. It considers artistic expressions
and creative endeavors as essential components that allow indi-
viduals to engage with and express their comprehension of the
world beyond language and logic. In my OT Historical Books class,
| encourage students to submit a video recording of their own
song composition and performance, reflecting on what they have
learned, as alternative to a final research paper. A musical perfor-
mance demands greater involvement of a student’s bodily senses
compared to writing a research paper.

In essence, Vervaeke's participatory knowing highlights the dynam-
ic, embodied, and context-dependent nature of human cognition
and knowledge. As a mode of embodied interaction with the world,
participatory knowing extends beyond the intellectual, contributing
to the shaping of the entire person.

CES develops participatory knowing in various ways. Residing in
campus dormitories, CES students share living spaces and engage
in communal daily life, including meal preparation, serving, and
cleanup. These activities, though frowned upon by modern sensibil-
ities, materially shape our students’ physical bodies to become bod-
ies that serve. Though this residential experience can present social
and relational challenges, it is valuable in shaping of the body for
Jesus-like service and ministry. It fosters physical, psycho-emotional
intelligence.

CES’s pastoral small group system is another venue where our stu-
dents engage each other bodily to cultivate participatory knowing.
Members of each pastoral small group gather for lunch together at
least once a week. During these lunches, group members take turns
introducing themselves. They share about their childhood experi-
ences, educational journeys, ministry callings, burdens, passions,
and even romantic love stories. The time together concludes with
prayers. Occasionally, the small group meetings are held off-cam-
pus, such as in a park, restaurant, or recreational sports center,
along with associated activities, to encourage informal interactions
among participants. This practice enhances student’s participatory
knowing and communal life. Robust faculty participation allows
these goals to be achieved for students.

— 40 —



In addition, CES has instituted a Field Education Ministry Forma-
tion System that requires students to participate in weekend field
education ministry. These ministries may be in local churches or in
parachurch organizations, such as missions agencies, translation
centers, mercy ministries, etc. A student might teach a Sunday
school for a couple of hours on a Sunday morning, for example.
Students must have a minimum of three, up to a maximum of five,
field education time periods. During summers, students engage

in personal field education by participating in youth or children’s
camps organized by local churches or parachurch organizations.
These summer camps are often housed in a university dormitory for
4-5 days. Students serve as counselors, teachers, or small group
leaders. This hands-on approach emphasizes the importance of
embodied interaction, encouraging students to recognize the physi-
cal and emotional dimensions of true knowledge.

Another prerequisite for graduation from CES is evangelism. CES
requires students to conduct outreach with at least thirty people
over their time at the seminary. Students may self-organize evan-
gelistic programs during special holidays such as Christmas and
Easter so that they can conduct this work of evangelism and there-
by, implicitly, accumulate procedural knowing.

The Student Council provides another platform for fostering partic-
ipatory learning. Every academic year, students elect a new cohort
of council members. The Student Council acts as a liaison between
the student body and CES administrative and academic entities, of-
fering students practical opportunities to enhance their leadership,
communication, planning, and organizational abilities. It has been
noted that student council members exhibit greater self-confidence
and gain valuable experience in assuming leadership positions
within the church.

Participatory knowing develops as students engage in the dynamic
relationships allowed by residential life, pastoral small groups, stu-
dent council, field ministries, and evangelism. Through participatory
knowing, students learn to see the importance of understanding
cultural, social, and ecclesial contexts for ministry. CES aims to pre-
vent students from becoming too comfortable within the seminary
and disconnected from the church or society by fostering participa-
tory knowing. It recognizes that neglecting this aspect may lead to
indifference towards the daily life and affairs of the church.

Some Final Remarks
This article diverges from the common methods of analyzing theo-

logical educational models, which are typically rooted in the philos-
ophies proposed by John Dewey, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Paulo
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Freire, Parker J. Palmer, Benjamin Bloom, and others. Instead of the
more familiar vocabulary of “holistic education,” “personal forma-
tion,” “social transformation,” or “formative and summative assess-
ment,” this essay employs the epistemological paradigm of cogni-
tive science. Vervaeke’s conceptual framework provides essential
vocabulary to help describe CES'’s theological educational system.
Through this framework, we have seen both CES’s strengths and
its opportunities for growth.

Following this unique analysis, we may ask: Has CES effectively
trained wise pastors and missionaries? CES has yet to conduct an
empirical study to address this crucial question. Even so, we can
see broadly that, yes, CES’s training provides the foundations to
help students grow into these four ways of knowing that equip
them for ministry.
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Effective Leadership: Board Relationships in

Theological Institutions

Evan Hunter

Author’s Note: This article builds on ideas shared at the Arab Bap-
tist Theological Seminary Board meeting in September 2023, where
| was asked to reflect on the relationship between the board and
the executive leader. I'm grateful for interactions with the board
members and with Scholar Leaders Vital Sustainability Initiative
team members, who have helped shape these thoughts further.

Abstract

Strong boards are essential for a theological school’s success. In
addition to good governance, financial oversight, and leadership
accountability, a healthy working relationship between the board
and the president can lead to greater missional effectiveness. To be
most effective, boards need to embrace the importance of clearly
understanding their role, proactively caring for the executive leader,
and engaging in succession planning.

Introduction

Institutional boards carry significant responsibility related to gov-
ernance, financial oversight, and particular duties associated with
fulfilling the mission of the institution. The board and the CEO must
work well together to that end. In business, this success often re-
lates to various measures of profitability. For theological education,
this success looks like fulfilling the school’'s mission. Several articles
in this journal have outlined that mission broadly in two categories:
training leaders for Christian service and cultivating prophetic voice
that speaks to the church and society within the school’s context
(see Smith, 2018 and Hunter, 2018 and 2019). In each case, the
board is, or should be, an important component contributing to the
success of the school.

Boards come in all shapes, sizes, and configurations depending on
the nature of the institution, its history, denominational structure,
and how it has grown, developed, and adapted over the years. The
board and the school president ought to work together to achieve
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that mission. (The term “President” will be used in this article, but
schools have a variety of titles for the senior executive leader, in-
cluding: Principal, Rector, Doyen, Vice-Chancellor, CEO, and oth-
ers.) Therefore, developing a functioning relationship between the
President and board is not just beneficial but a responsibility that
should be upheld. This relationship should lead to a more effective
school. To encourage theological institutions in this direction, this
article will outline three steps that can pave the way for an effective
working relationship between the board and the president.

This article will draw on experiences from Scholar Leaders’ Vi-

tal Sustainability Initiative (VSI), which has worked with over 45
theological schools across Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin
America, and the Middle East. (The author has had the privilege to
work personally with more than three dozen of the schools in the
program.) Our work engages each school and its stakeholders in a
holistic way to set strategic priorities that will help the school sus-
tain its mission. Every VSI engagement includes collecting survey
data from faculty, staff, students, alumni, and others and holding
sessions with members of the board. Our experience has shown
that the relationship between the president and the board in many
schools does not contribute substantially to the school’s success
and vitality. Often, schools flourish despite, not because of, the re-
lationship between the board and the school leader. Some schools
have effective relationships, but most have benign relationships at
best in which the board does not interfere with the school’s work.
Troublingly, at a small but noticeable subset of institutions, this
relationship actually undermines the school’s work.

Having seen this pattern, Scholar Leaders undertook an extensive
set of interviews and conversations with school presidents about
their experiences with their boards to develop materials for board
training. Those interviews, along with dozens of onsite visits, inform
the example and three specific suggestions below.

Example: Why a Healthy Board-President Relationship?

To underpin the importance of its three suggestions, this article will
begin by describing an anonymous example from SL's experience
that illustrates how a board-president relationship can go awry.
Thankfully, not all schools have such an intense experience, but
some of the sentiments expressed by the board in this situation can
be found in varying degrees in many theological schools worldwide.

During an initial onsite VSI meeting, the SL team meets with

faculty, administration, students, alumni, church leaders, and the
board. With the board members, questions relate to the board’s
understanding of the school’s mission, the institution’s strengths
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and weaknesses, and their role in achieving the mission, including
oversight and financial support. We also ask about the relationship
between the board and the president, including support for the
leader and succession plans.

In this instance, we had spent multiple days with the president,
whom some of us had known for several years. We knew he was
leading valiantly in a challenging context but doing so with little
support, and he felt the strain of the job on his health and his fam-
ily. However, our conversation with the board revealed that they
thought the president should be doing more for the school. They
appreciated his timely reports but wanted better results in fund-
raising, campus development, faculty hiring, and enrollment. When
asked how they cared for the president, they said that they did not
know of any problems and that he should care for himself. When
asked if they had a succession plan, they said that the president
should choose his successor.

This example reveals several gaps in the relationship between

the board and school leadership. The board had many demands
for the president but offered little support or help. They abdicated
responsibility related to care and succession planning. Although
this instance is extreme, our work has revealed that high-function-
ing boards and positive board-president relationships are sadly not
normative in theological education.

Certainly, our experience has shown that a strong executive is a
more determinative factor in an institution’s success than the board,
and that simply having an effective board has not made most
theological institutions successful. Even so, an effective board can
improve a strong institution, helping the institution go from “Good
to Great,” to borrow Jim Collins’ language. Conversely, the board
can be a drag on missional effectiveness. So a positive board-presi-
dent relationship is not just beneficial but crucial for the institution’s
success. This fact highlights the need for effective collaboration and
communication between the two parties.

In Serving Communities: Governance and the Potential of Theolog-
ical Schools, Jason Ferenczi explores characteristics in boards that
lead to effective schools (2015). He also reiterates that a strong
enabling CEO makes the difference in every successful case. Larry
Smith summarizes this ideq, stating that in every prospering school,
“effective leaders are indispensable” (2018, 20). If effective school
leaders matter (and both common sense and our VSI experience
reinforce the idea that they do), then the relationship between the
leadership and the board is vital for a school to flourish. As in all re-
lationships, both parties must do their part to make things effective.
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Now we will turn to the three principles for the board-president
relationship in which the emphasis is on the board’s work: estab-
lishing clear roles, caring for the institutional executive, and helping
to plan for succession.

Clarify Roles, Especially the Board’s Role

To be most effective, the board and executive leader should clear-
ly understand their roles. Most basically, the president ought to
carry out the mission of the school and serve as a liagison between
the board and the rest of the institution — and vice versa. (For the
purposes of this article, | will emphasize the role of the board in

its relationship to the president, not so much the board’s duties

of governance or oversight.) For a healthy institution, the board
must exert effort to cultivate a positive and productive relationship
between the board and the president — a relationship that will be
greatly furthered by clarity of roles.

From the board’s perspective, this relationship follows an arc, be-
ginning with hiring the right individual for the executive role, con-
tinuing through collaborating to fulfill the school’s mission during
that executive’s career, and finally planning for succession to a new
executive. The literature and data both emphasize the importance
of finding the best person to lead the school for the current phase
of its ministry. Schools sometimes have limitations and required
qualifications they must address in hiring a new executive. Howev-
er, regardless of the parameters, the board must own this respon-
sibility to hire the right person. They must see that hiring a new
president marks the beginning of the relationship cycle between
the board and the leader.

Clarifying roles from the beginning of a president’s time will set the
president, the board, and the school up for success. Many books
remind us of the importance of clarifying the roles between the
board and the executive. When those roles are not clear, frustration
between the two escalates. Our survey of school presidents found
that when leaders expressed frustration with their boards, it most
often came because the board erred in one of two directions: be-
coming too involved and micromanaging or remaining unaware of
or indifferent to the school’s work. Furthermore, clarifying the roles
can lead to greater institutional effectiveness.

So what distinguishes the board’s role from the president’'s? Most
basically, the board exists to provide governance, while the lead-
ership — including the president, faculty, and staff — operates the
school. Many books and training materials build on Carver (2006) in
promoting the distinction between governance and management.
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However, effective boards do more than govern well. As well as
setting policies, approving budgets, and holding the president
accountable to the mission, boards also have a variety of gifts that
can serve as resources for the executive leader and, indeed, the
whole institution. A strong board will include a variety of individ-
uals, from pastors to professionals to parishioners, who deploy
their backgrounds, professional skills, and wisdom for the school’s
and executive’s benefit. For example, one school where we worked
redesigned its board due to the VSI process. In this instance, the de-
nomination required that a pastor from each of the nine districts in
the country serve on the board. Likely intended to provide represen-
tation for churches, this structure created significant redundancy in
gifts and perspectives on the board. As a result of VSI, the school
was able to recognize that redundancy and restructure its board to
serve the school’s needs better while still maintaining relationships
with churches.

In addition to their intellectual gifts and professional talents, board
members can provide connections across their social circles or
among church members. One school we worked with in Africa at
first had a board that included a Christian judge and another public
figure; these positions were intended to increase credibility with the
community. Decades later, their reputation in the community was
such that they did not need the same public recognition, so they
could consider different intellectual and social gifts that fit their new
context. Overall, board members do well to consider how they can
promote the school’s mission in their spheres of influence in ways
that help people value theological education and its role in the
church.

This positive, friendly promotion of the school might help the pres-
ident to fulfill one task within his own role — seeking new financial
partners to support the school’s mission. While all board members
should give to the school as a matter of personal generosity, they
may also provide access to additional funding sources or support
communities. While not a part of “governance” per se, these con-
nections can further the mission of the school and open doors for
the president and advancement team as they seek funding to sup-
port the school’s ministry.

Once these roles are established, how do the president and board
relate to one another? In one VSI survey, presidents expressed the
importance of their respective boards for ensuring their success
as leaders. However, this relationship must remain in a healthy
balance. Presidents need the board not to be so distant that they
cannot offer their gifts to further the mission, nor should the board
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be so close that they interfere with operations. In its governance
role, the board should strive to listen well, ask questions, and draw
on its intellectual resources to offer advice, provide feedback, and
encourage the executive as he or she sets strategy and executes
the school’s vision.

Several authors offer language to describe the most effective rela-
tionships. In an article in the Journal for Non-Profit Management,
Mary Hiland identified three kinds of board-CEO relationships in
effective organizations. Good organizations had “managing pairs”;
better organizations had “planning pairs,” but the best organiza-
tions had “leading pairs.” The Leading Pairs exhibited frequent con-
tact and high levels of trust between the board and the CEO that
focused on mission, vision, and strategy (i.e., not micromanage-
ment). The CEO saw the board as a resource that could help devel-
op, refine, and execute strategy. Through frequent conversation, the
board sought to understand proposed strategies and engage with
leadership to implement plans. The CEO worked to leverage those
intellectual, social, and financial gifts in the board for the mission of
the institution (Hiland 2008, 7).

Hiland also found that boards that engaged in this way had first-
hand knowledge of the organization. They had access to and
interacted with other staff beyond the executive, perhaps through
projects, task forces, or program involvement. In seminaries, we
have seen that presidents believe that the most effective boards
understand the school’'s work and know the institution’s commu-
nity life. For example, at a school in Africa, board members regu-
larly attend the annual pastors’ conference each summer, which
increases their interaction with faculty, students, and alums. At a
school in Asia, the annual theology conference brings together a
similar cross-section of stakeholders, providing board members an
opportunity to see the mission in action and gain a sense of the
sights, sounds, and flavors of the school that cannot be conveyed
by the president’s regular reports. By contrast, at some institu-
tions, some board members only set foot on campus, if ever, for an
annual board meeting (or perhaps never if the meetings take place
off-site). Those board members remain removed from the work

of the school in ways that make it difficult for them to help advance
the mission.

Increasing engagement also builds trust between the board and
the executive. Of course, accountability remains important. Howev-
er, Ferenczi (2015) found that trust between the board and execu-
tive is one of the highest predictors of success in governance. Trust
is built through the steps outlined above — clarifying and maintain-
ing appropriate roles, focusing together on the school’s mission,
vision, and strategy, and finding ways to engage beyond the board
meeting.
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The following are some practical ways a board can strengthen its
relationship with the executive:

* Deploy board members’ expertise, relationships, and resources.
By recognizing and mobilizing these unique contributions, the
board can effectively advise, make introductions, and provide
essential support for the school.

* Give. A common question on funding applications for founda-
tions reads, “What percentage of your board gives annually to
your organization?” The board can help the executive by ensur-
ing that he or she can write 100% every year on that form —in
other words, by ensuring that each member does, in fact, do-
nate something annually to the school. Foundation boards
often look to board support as one indicator of the school’s
effectiveness. Note that the question does not ask how much
each board member gives, but only if they give. Even if it is only
a small amount, board members should give to the school.

* Help with fundraising. The social and intellectual gifts of the
board help in fundraising as well. For many VSI schools, the
reluctance of boards to participate in fundraising creates
frustration for executives. While not all board members can
be significant donors, they can help make introductions and
develop creative ideas with school leaders as they raise money
for the mission.

* Make introductions. Board members can use social capital to
strengthen the work of the executive. Board introductions help
with donors, of course. They can also build credibility and es-
tablish new partnerships. Connecting the leader to other good
people helps the executive succeed.

* Stay informed and engaged. Presidents in our survey pointed to
an obvious frustration when board members do not read pro-
vided reports. Reading those reports constitutes a foundational
way for board members to build trust with the executive. Fur-
thermore, board members should consider how to become
more directly aware of the school’s activities. This action can be
challenging for a distributed board that includes several mem-
bers who are not in proximity to the campus. However, attend-
ing online events, reading blogs, or visiting alumni can provide
ways to engage the school community.

* Pray. Theological education must keep faith at its center. As
such, it should be rooted in prayer — including prayer for the
president and the leadership team as they advance the school’s
mission.
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Developing a strong, constructive relationship between the presi-
dent and the board leads to an institution that can more effectively
pursue its mission. Building this relationship requires that the board
see its role not just as governance and oversight but in a relation-
ship with the president in which they understand their roles and
can offer gifts, abilities, and resources to pursue the common goal
found in the institutional mission.

Provide Care for the Leader

When working with schools, we often emphasize that the facul-

ty are the school’'s most important asset because they carry out

the mission of forming students and speaking prophetically to

the church and society. From the board’s perspective, though, the
effective executive leader cares for all aspects of the institution,
including the work of the faculty. Therefore, ensuring the health and
well-being of the leader is mission-critical. When the school has an
effective leader, the board should work hard to ensure their success
and longevity.

Caring for the leader of a theological school requires a different ap-
proach than in the business or secular world because some of the
same incentives are not available. Most theological schools cannot
provide higher salaries, increased stock options, or better perks.
Theological education is motivated by the growth of the church and
the advancement of the kingdom of God.

Boards can provide care in ways that fit the motivations of a sem-
inary president. Most leaders long to continue their academic work
and value opportunities to write, publish, and teach. They also have
a strong commitment to the institution and often see its success as
validation and reward in ways that monetary compensation cannot
match. The board can motivate the president by helping him make
space for theological reflection and simply by serving alongside him
well to achieve the school’s mission.

Measuring against missional effectiveness also affects the board’s
assessment of the leader’s performance. Of course, schools must
make the budget and maintain a “bottom line,” but ending the year
in the black does not inherently mean that the leader was effective
or that the school has furthered its mission. For example, cutting
faculty salaries may balance the budget but lead to burnout and
faculty departures. Cutting library funding can help reduce expens-
es, but schools that wish to serve the church effectively must find
ways to increase resources. In the same way, we have seen a pres-
ident successful in fundraising but ineffective in leading the school
to pursue its mission. The point is that executive assessment and
compensation have missional components that operate beyond the
bottom line and monetary reward.
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Boards find themselves in a unique role that requires providing
both accountability and encouragement. Strong executives are
driven by a commitment to their institution’s cause. (If they are not,
then it is time to return to the responsibility of the board to identi-
fy and hire the right people). But good leaders still need guidance
from those around them — including the board. They need a place
to explore ideas and dream about the institution’s mission — those
high-level activities that create the most effective pairing between
the board and the president.

Therefore, regular communication with the school leader has mis-
sional importance. The board chair often undertakes this role for
the rest of the board, serving as the executive’s advisor, mentor,
and strategic planning partner. These meetings allow the chair to
check in with the leader holistically, asking about family and other
aspects of life that do not often appear in the monthly reports. Do-
ing so enables the board to provide encouragement where needed.
In turn, the executive can analyze new ideas, raise questions, and
discuss potential roadblocks.

As a mentor and advisor, the board chair can help alleviate some
of the loneliness inherent in leadership. Several years ago, Scholar
Leaders created a program called the Peer Leader Forum (PLF)
through which a small group of school presidents can come to-
gether, share, and offer counsel to each other. During PLF retreats,
the theme of loneliness frequently emerges as executives carry the
weight of the many challenges of their work — often intensified by
contextual issues such as the economic situation in Lebanon, the
shifting political landscape of India, interreligious violence in Nige-
ria, or the war in Ukraine. Not surprisingly, but still disappointingly,
we have found that few presidents believe that the board has an
interest in their personal well-being. In the opening story, the board
took little to no initiative to understand the challenges the presi-
dent faced. They believed that the president should tell them if he
had a problem, and absent that, they assumed all was well. While
the president must communicate to the board, the board has the
responsibility to find ways to inquire about the leader. If executive
leaders are indispensable to the school’s mission, then intentionally
caring for leaders falls under the board’s responsibility to safeguard
that mission.

The following are some ways that boards can care for leaders:
* Maintain regular communication. As discussed above, this duty

will often fall to the board chair, but others may participate. The
board and leader should have regular communication rhythms
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beyond official reporting. Doing so helps build trust and creates
opportunities for mentoring beyond governance.

* Develop a holistic view of the leader. Driven and passionate
leaders often focus on the mission, accomplishing objectives,
and ensuring the school’s success. Board accountability cares
about these areas as well. But how is the leader doing person-
ally — physically, emotionally, spiritually? How are things going
for her as a leader, a spouse, parent, church member, or schol-
ar? Consider how the board can encourage the leader in these
areas as well.

* Help the leader keep passion alive. Regularly check in about
what excites the executive about the future and what keeps her
up at night. Where does she spend her emotional energy, and
how can the board help her consider threats and opportunities
as she plans for the future?

* Recognize that care cascades. When a leader does not get
enough support for personal matters, those things impact their
work, the faculty, staff, and students. Similarly, when leaders
feel cared for, supported, and trusted, they often do a better job
of providing the same things for those they lead. Caring for the
leaders is essential for mission success in the entire institution.

* Pray together. People feel cared for when they know others
genuinely pray for and with them. In prayer, we also recognize
that all we do belongs before the throne of grace and in the
hands of our heavenly Father.

Because the president is an indispensable part of the school’s mis-
sion, the board is wise to make significant relational investments
in that individual. School leaders in the Majority World operate in
intense environments, so they welcome those who look after their
well-being and are concerned for their family, academic interests,
and dreams for the school. Such care extends beyond traditional
governance and can prove invaluable so that the school retains a
good leader.

Plan for Succession

Our experience has shown that few boards work on succession
planning. For some, planning for the leader’s departure feels awk-
ward while she is still leading well. Others only engage in the mat-
ter when term limits dictate that they should. However, if identify-
ing and hiring the right leader and supporting her well safeguards
the school’s mission, then succession planning is a crucial board
activity. Ferenczi writes, “[W]hile it is clear that a strong, enabling
CEO is essential to governance effectiveness, it is equally clear that
the board must take seriously what might happen in the absence of
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such a leader” (2015, 161). The missional impact of a good exec-
utive places an even higher degree of importance on succession
planning.

Through VSI, we have seen that awkward and unplanned transi-
tions hinder the school’s work. Of course, boards cannot plan for
every eventuality. However, too few have plans in place for when

a president leaves, fails, or passes away. Schools can take years

to regain their footing after a disruptive transition. Several schools
on multiple continents have unexpectedly lost presidents through
death, departure, or dismissal. In each case, the school felt the im-
pact through funding decreases, faculty departures, and enroliment
struggles that lasted for years. A succession plan, even one that
accounts for a temporary situation, can prove helpful.

On the positive side, we have seen several effective presidents who
have led for decades now spend years working with their boards
to prepare for succession. These leaders have developed strong
administrative and fundraising teams that can operate in their
absence. Whether or not the next leader comes from the existing
school community, these institutions are planning to handle an
unplanned transition while their boards look for the next full-time
leader.

On the less positive side, at one school, a highly effective leader
appointed a successor who has proven quite different from their
predecessor. The fact that the school’s board trusted the previ-
ous leader to determine the successor, and that the successor
then turned out to be so different, has created challenges for the
school community, partners, and governance. At another school,
the board’s relationship with the president meant that the lead-
er’s tenure outlasted their effectiveness. This board has yet to take
full responsibility for a complete transition of leadership. As a final
case: The board of the school described in the first section is con-
tent to have the current leader pass the mantle when the time for
transition occurs — maintaining their hands-off posture.

In contrast to these less healthy situations, succession planning

is a primary task for the board, and they should not abdicate this
responsibility or let it default to the current executive leader. Of
course, the current leader has a vital perspective and may know
many of the best candidates who can advance the school’s vision.
However, the board holds responsibility for succession. They also
bring an important perspective on the needs of the institution and
the kinds of gifts required for the next phase of its ministry. Each
time succession happens, the institution finds itself in a new place,
potentially with new and different needs. The board must seek a
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leader whose unique gifts, talents, and abilities fit those institution-
al needs. Therefore, while succession planning should definitely in-
clude the current leader, the board must lead the process of finding
and hiring a new executive as they look ahead to the institution’s
future.

The following are some steps the board can take in response to this
role:

* Engage the process continually. If succession plans are not in
place, then start the process. Even when a plan is in place, the
board must revisit, revise, and update the plan regularly. Most
strategic plans last 3-6 years and should address succession.
The school’s needs may change, the availability of personnel
may shift, and the time horizons may need adjustment. Suc-
cession planning is an iterative process that requires regular
attention.

* Consider both emergency and planned succession. In the
“What do we do if our leader is hit by a bus?” category, consid-
er how the school will move forward after an executive’s un-
planned departure. Most often, internal candidates would step
into an interim role, but the board should consider who those
individuals might be, what support they might need, and how
that process might occur.

* Revise plans and intensify actions as transition horizons draw
near. Whether dictated by term limits or by the expressed
intentions of the current leader, the board needs to increase the
planning activity as the transition nears. Committees will need
to develop leadership profiles, describe traits of desirable candi-
dates, and begin interviewing possible leaders. Good leadership
transitions require time, and the board must ensure adequate
time for the task.

* Seek input from a variety of stakeholders. The outgoing leader
knows the job better than anyone, and his perspectives car-
ry significant weight. But other stakeholders may also have
important contributions that can help the board understand the
needs of the school and the profile that may guide the board to
the next effective executive. Board members should consider
meeting with faculty, staff, students, and alumni as they plan
for an executive transition.

* Commit to hiring the right person. Theological schools often
have various entities (denominations, missions organizations,
churches, alumni) to whom they are accountable. These per-
spectives may be important, but they can sometimes limit
the search for the best candidate. The board must commit to
finding the right person (within whatever constraints exist) who
can continue to carry out the school’s mission.
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* Develop a clear process to hand over leadership from the
current to the future leader. Outgoing leaders often want to
help new leaders understand and navigate the new role. New
leaders, especially outsiders, may benefit from insights into the
inner workings of the new organization. They will also need
introductions to key partners outside the institution, such as
donors, governing bodies, or other stakeholders. At the same
time, the former executive needs to give space for the new
leader to lead. The board can help in this process by carrying
some of the weight of the former executive, making space for
the new executive to act. They can also establish the rhythms
of communication with the new executive that will build rela-
tional trust. Together, these activities will help ensure the next
leader’s effectiveness and longevity.

* Pray for guidance. As a mission-critical part of the job, succes-
sion requires seeking God'’s guidance. In addition to praying
for wisdom to discern the right future leader, board members
should pray that interactions between the board and the former
and future executives contribute to an effective leadership
transition.

In our work with VSI, we have found that many boards overlook the
responsibility of succession planning, sometimes for fear of intrud-
ing on their relationship with the school leader. Yet, when succes-
sion planning happens as a dialogical process, it can strengthen
that board-executive relationship. In the same way that a good ex-
ecutive welcomes creative partners for new ideas, the board should
solicit the executive’s input about succession planning but not rely
entirely on her to appoint the next president.

Conclusion

The most effective theological schools have strong working rela-
tionships between the board and the president. This relationship
begins with hiring the right leader and continues through the
leadership arc to succession. Good leaders are essential to mission-
al effectiveness. Therefore, each board should build a relationship
with their school’s president that supports and sustains the leader.
This enriched role for the board extends beyond simple traditional
governance and will allow the board to contribute more robustly to
the school’s health.
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Book Review
Wong, Maria Liu. On Becoming Wise Together:

Learning and Leading in the City. Grand Rapids,
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 2023.

Helen Yeung

Summary

In this newest volume of the Theological Education between the
Times series, Maria Liu Wong brings her readers on a reflective
journey of what theological education can be in the urban city
through her own narrative as a British-born Asian diaspora woman
in North America, a missionary kid, a wife and mother, a Christian
volunteer teacher in other parts of the world, and an urban
theological educator. Unlike many books on theological education,
Liu Wong’s volume uses critical autoethnography as a method to
trace how God shapes her theological formation as her own story
intertwines with others’ stories. These “others” are not only her
colleagues and students at City Seminary of New York, where she
serves as a provost. These “others” are also her family, friends, and
even strangers on the street. Liu Wong is convinced that “how and
where we come to know and with whom we come to know are as
important as what we know” (5, emphasis original). This statement
summarizes her proposal to understand theological education

not as individualistic and rational, as in the traditional Euro-North
American way, but as “intercultural and communal,” encompassing
both formal and informal settings (5).

Liu Wong traces how the Spirit has been shaping her theological
formation, beginning from her biological family’s roots in Asia to her
own family with three children, to various chapters in her life that
took place on different continents, and finally, to her present home
in New York City. She invites her readers to “pause and reflect”
with guided questions throughout the book. As God'’s people
gather at la mesa (the table), learning to discern how the Spirit
moves and shapes one’s life as a member of various communities
in “both chronos in its sequential sense and kairos as the
opportune moment” (18), God'’s people can become wise together.
Liu Wong proposes that this critical theological reflection is a
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necessary process for God’s people to “become God'’s peace in the
city together” (21).

Time (in the sense of chronos and kairos) is a crucial thread that
runs throughout this book. Liu Wong begins by reflecting on the
formative power of “waiting” (ch. 1). In waiting, God’s people
learn to make time to ask, reflect, and discern: “It is a process

of becoming wise...to the ways of the Holy Spirit” (4). Chapters

2 through 5 all start with a simple question: “Do you have time
to...?” This question invites readers to consider whether they have
the time to remember, see, listen, and be — with each chapter
focusing on a different facet of life that shapes our theological
formation. In chapter 2, Liu Wong reflects on how her “family”
(spanning multiple generations) “shapes spiritual and theological
thinking as well as life practices” (25). Chapter 3 delves into the
diversity in “friendship,” which holds the power to shape the
ways we understand ourselves, God, and the world, and creates
opportunities to practice faith together. In Chapter 4, Liu Wong
shares how her lived experiences inside and outside formal
theological education continue to shape who she is. Chapter 5
focuses on how she understands “leading” as dancing with others,
as who might be in the “center” of influence or who might be at the
“margins” is constantly in flux. In Chapter 6, Liu Wong closes by
reflecting on how “becoming as a process involves family, friends,
learning, and leading” (17). She maintains that all of God’s people
are on the pilgrim journey, learning to be witnesses of the “living
mystery” together in the world.

Assessment

This book is unlike many other, more traditional theological
education books in two ways . First, the autoethnographic nature
of this work is like Liu Wong’s invitation to the readers to join her
in reflecting on her journey of theological formation. However,

this reflection is not a self-seeking or self-actualizing memoir. As
the author says, this work is filled with “struggle, lament, hope,
celebration, and lessons of humility” (8), yet it remains grounded
in God’s unfailing grace despite people’s brokenness. Reading this
book is like sitting at the table and listening to a good friend share
both her joyful and painful tears as she recounts how God has
been shaping her as a person who commits to be a witness of the
“living mystery” in the world. Her story resonates with me, as if
she is whispering my own lived experiences as someone who also
lives on the “margins” as an Asian North American woman with
multiple identities as pastor, missionary, church planter, and wife
and mother. As she admits her risk in “embracing the tension of
writing out of the margin...[and offering this work as] an alternative,
aesthetic, oppositional act of becoming, of creating space to see
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differently and make meaning” (6), her testimony serves as a
reminder of God’s faithfulness to people who might be considered
as belonging to the “margins.”

Second, this theological education book at times reads like a
devotional book. For instance, Liu Wong lives up to her promise of
creating the necessary space for her readers to enter “the cycles

of action-reflection-celebration” by ending each chapter with a
“Pause and Reflect” section that shares questions for consideration.
As a reader sitting at the la mesa with her, | gratefully and joyfully
accepted Liu Wong's genuine invitation to seek “transformative
possibilities” empowered by the Spirit in my life and in the part of
the world where God has placed me (11).

As one of this book’s core concepts is the “intercultural and
communal understanding of theological teaching and learning”

(4), perhaps it would have been more beneficial to read this book

in a community. This book could be used as a resource for faculty
retreats, trainings, or other group sessions for reimaging theological
education in one’s context. After all, “faculty is the curriculum”
(Ferris, Lillis, and Enlow Jr 2018). As faculty reflect together as
individuals coming to know themselves, God, and others, they

may begin to recognize how God has put them together to form
the curriculum of theological education at that particular time and
space. Essentially, theological education is not about the transfer of
knowledge but rests upon educators who can model and embody
the kind of discernment of the works of the Spirit in individuals and
in communities that Liu Wong discusses. The labour of theologizing
does not rest on any individual's shoulder but on the body of Christ
as a whole.

This book is written “out of the margin” by a North American
diaspora woman leader, challenging the traditional Euro-North
American conceptions of theological education that emphasize
individualistic rational habits of knowing. However, | wonder if
Liu Wong assumes too much that Christians from communal
backgrounds automatically know how to theologize together. As
much as theologizing together could pose a great challenge to
Christians who embrace individualism, this challenge may not be
any smaller to Christians from collective cultures. The ability to
discern has been paralyzed by sinful human nature. No culture,
whether individualistic or collective, has healed that wound. Rather,
the capacity to “pause and reflect” on the work of God in our lives
and in our communities has to be intentional and ongoing for all
people of God. While Liu Wong demonstrates well the much-
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needed “pause and reflect” rhythm for theological educators and
Christian leaders, the intercultural and communal understandings
of theological teaching and learning need further exploration for
their particular expression in various cultural communities.

Another area for improvement in the book is the lack of a clear
definition of “theological formation.” This term is used frequently
throughout the book, yet Liu Wong does not define it, which could
cause some confusion for readers. | found myself repeatedly
searching for Liu Wong's own interpretation of this foundational
concept. Perhaps the term “theological formation” was Liu Wong'’s
intentional effort to denote a lifelong theological education, as
distinguished from the usual connotations of formal theological
education. If that is the case, Liu Wong could consider specifying
this fact explicitly.

To Liu Wong, this book is a “joy-work,” helping her remember and
recount God’s works in her life. To me, this book is a “joy-read” that
does not rest merely on the cognitive aspect of knowing theology
but also the embodied understanding of knowing God. | highly
recommend this book to Christians from both individualistic and
collective cultures who believe that “we are living theology as a
verb” (5).
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