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Voice from Asia  
Evan Hunter                      

The cover of this issue of the InSights Journal for Global Theological 
Education features artwork from Katsuhika Hokusai, “Kajikazawa in Kai 
Province,” from his series, Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji, produced in 
the first half of the nineteenth century. The image depicts a fisherman 
casting a net into the Fuji River, shortly below the confluence of the 
Kamanashi and Feufuki Rivers. (For more on the image, which is in the 
public domain, see https://www.masterpiece-of-japanese-culture.com/
paintings/ukiyoe-wood-block-printing/katsushika-hokusai/kajikaza-
wa-kai-province-thirty-six-views-mount-fuji.) 

In the painting, the waves seem to rage around the angler, who holds 
tight to the lines that stretch below the turmoil of the surface. The 
depiction of a fisherman naturally connotes Christ’s call for his disci-
ples to join his redemptive task as “fishers of men.” Those who serve 
the Church are called to engage a turbulent world, often navigating the 
convergence of socio-cultural factors for the sake of the Kingdom.  

From its inception, the ISJ has sought to amplify Majority World voices 
and issues as part of a larger global dialogue on theological education. 
An inherently contextual experience, theological education takes place 
in a particular time and space. And that locus brings with it a particular 
set of needs, questions, and issues to which the scriptures and practice 
of faith speak. To draw on Hokusai’s image, the waves into which the 
fisherman casts his net are not an abstract set of waters somewhere but 
a specific river located under the shadow of Mount Fuji. 

At the same time, local realities matter because they can offer inspira-
tion to the broader body of Christ. In his recent work, Why Evangelical 
Theology Needs the Global Church (2023), Stephen Pardue reminds 
us that context matters beyond the application and communication of 
theology. Such a limited view would render cross-cultural interaction of 
minimal importance.  He writes, 

After all, if cultural context is to shape only the expression and appli-
cation of theology, then a North American pastor or scholar need not 
be very concerned with how a Nigerian pastor is reading the language 
of sacrifice in Hebrews, or how the Chinese theologian is conceiving 
justification in terms of shame and honor. Whatever is substantive in 
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such proposals will be unrelated to the culture in which it emerged, 
and whatever is ‘contextual’ will be irrelevant to someone in a differ-
ent culture – except perhaps as a missiological case study. (Pardue 
2023, 28) 

As Pardue develops his argument for the value of theological devel-
opment that takes context seriously, he demonstrates how the whole 
Church can help to generate our understanding of God as revealed in 
scripture and at work in the world. He writes, “Authentically catholic 
contextual theology requires, instead, viewing emerging local theol-
ogies as genuinely necessary partners in discovering and discerning 
the full riches of the faith and meeting the needs of the whole church” 
(Pardue 2023, 140). Theology and theological education benefit from 
cross-cultural interactions, as these provide greater insight into the 
fullness of God and his activity in the world. 

At the ISJ, we firmly believe that where we do our theology matters. 
Whether one sees the outline of Mount Fuji, Mount Kilimanjaro, or Pike’s 
Peak in the distance, reflections from one geographical and cultural lo-
cation can give valuable insights for others and feed the body of Christ. 
Considering how the war in Ukraine has shaped theological reflection, I 
recently wrote, 

Contextual engagement does not mean limiting learning and appli-
cation only to those specific places. Instead, contextual engagement 
provides insights that may benefit other contexts with similar ques-
tions. Furthermore, because we are a united body of Christ, what 
happens in each context reverberates throughout the whole. (Hunter 
2022, 11) 

We do well to look in multiple directions and to listen to multiple voices 
in accruing wisdom with regard to the content and practice of theologi-
cal education. 

And so this issue turns our attention to Asian perspectives. Although not 
originally designed as a thematic volume, as it took shape, this issue 
collected a series of articles rooted in Asia. These authors communicate 
perspectives from India, Pakistan, Malaysia, and the Philippines as 
part of the larger global conversation. As signaled by the cover art from 
Japan, this issue seeks to share these voices from Asia. 

In her article, Dr. Eva Wong describes how the Bible College of Malaysia 
undertook a strategic planning process rooted in sustaining the school’s 
mission. The school identified challenges related to intergenerational 
leadership and mental health and developed a plan to confront these 
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issues within their calling as a seminary. Mathias Gergan reflects on the 
development of theological education in India’s Himalayan region. His 
article explores how intercultural dialogue has shaped new realities that 
show continuity and discontinuity with the rest of the global Church. 

Similarly, two more case studies provide insights into particular cultural 
realities and also convey knowledge applicable in other regions. Dr. Eric 
Sarwar encourages the cultivation of a theology of worship within Paki-
stani contextual theology. Drawing on educational theory from Mezirow 
and King, Dr. Allan Harkness examines student experience with transfor-
mational education in a Master of Theology program in Asia. 

Finally, Karishma Paul reviews Willie Jennings’ After Whiteness: An 
Education in Belonging, the second title from the series, Theological Ed-
ucation Between the Times, reviewed in the InSights Journal (see K.W.T. 
Wong, 2021). Although the book addresses the unique racial context of 
the United States, Paul posits that it has broad value as readers from 
“colonized contexts experience the dichotomy between Whiteness and 
our own cultural patterns” (Paul, 2023, 91).

The original painting, zoomed out beyond the excerpt that appears on 
this cover, shows a young boy on the shore watching over a basket of 
fish. So, while the fisherman plies his trade, he seeks sustenance for 
himself and the next generation. In the same way, theological education 
should prepare women and men for Christian service (both vocational 
and volunteer) and cultivate reflection that speaks prophetically to the 
Church and society. Like Hokusai’s fisherman, we labor in specific loca-
tions but with an awareness of how our contexts are linked to a much 
larger whole.
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Faith Seeking Understanding in the 
Indian Himalayan Region 
Matthias Gergan                      

Abstract

Theological education in the Indian Himalayan region, like the region it-
self, stands in continuity and discontinuity with the rest of India and the 
Global Church. This article offers a picture of theological education in 
the region to show both its distinctness and oneness with broader theo-
logical education. From this process, the article seeks to draw lessons 
for theological education in the region and then for global theological 
education. 

Introduction

St. Anselm’s words, “Fides quaerens intellectum” (“Faith seeking under-
standing”), have been frequently cited as a motto for theology. Yet, in 
2016, Bernhard Ott wrote, “The whole field of theological education is in 
upheaval,” as he saw globalization and related events as “paradigmatic 
changes” that challenged educational institutions (Ott, 2016, 1). Within 
the upheavals Ott recognized are nuances depending on geographic 
and social location. Globalization is not experienced the same by all nor 
does it manifest the same everywhere.

Despite almost a millennium separating Anslem and Ott, faith still seeks 
understanding – but today in the increasingly connected world that 
Ott analyzed. Thus, the task of theology and of theological education, 
in one sense, remains the same despite the passage of centuries. In 
another sense it is ever changing. This fact should come as no surprise 
because within Anslem’s motto one finds both an unchanging object of 
faith and an ever-changing subject seeking understanding.

Recognizing this interplay of the constant and the ever-changing, the 
unifying and diversifying characteristics across and within contexts, 
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this article approaches the task of examining theological education in 
India’s Himalayan region. It seeks to answer the question, “What are 
some defining characteristics of theological education in the Indian 
Himalayan region and what can we learn about theological education 
from these?” The article will primarily focus on formal Protestant and 
Evangelical theological education (particularly when discussing the 
Himalayan context), while being cognizant of connections with other 
streams of theological education. It will argue that theological education 
in the Himalayan region in India continues to thrive despite growing 
challenges and weaknesses, and it can add a valuable voice to global 
conversations related to theological education as it seeks to fulfill its 
role in the missio Dei.

A Picture of Theological Education

Andrew Bain, tracing the development of theological education, points 
to the post-Constantinian era, with a growing need for trained clergy, 
as the phase that led theological education to develop explicitly toward 
fulfilling the Church’s needs. Although monastic communities often 
trained clergy, Bain points out that, even then, most theological edu-
cation happened “on the job” (Bain and Hussey, 2018, 36). These early 
models of formal theological education prioritized “personal character 
and godliness,” which Bain contrasts with contemporary emphases on 
“functional training,” which was seen as the “easy part” in early Chris-
tian theological education (Bain and Hussey, 2018, 37). However, these 
early forms of clerical education were not isolationist in their outlook, 
as many assume when thinking of monastic systems. Instead, Bain 
notes that these centers engaged deeply with pagan education and the 
external community; they offered educational opportunities to a wide 
variety of social backgrounds while also creating a micro-community 
with a shared purpose – to study the Scriptures together in a concen-
trated manner (Bain and Hussey, 2018, 38-39). Bain rightly contrasts 
early theological education’s approach with our own culture’s emphasis 
on functionality. Early Christians saw functional training as the most 
basic part of theological education, to be built upon or transcended, 
whereas modern theological education tends to see functional training 
as the primary purpose. If one considers the theology developed in this 
era through these three emphasizes on personal formation, openness to 
interested outsiders, and focus on the Scriptures, one sees no dearth of 
deep, careful thought.
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However, reacting against our world’s pragmatism, the Church in the 
21st century seems to be moving back toward an integrated approach 
to theological education that resembles early church practices. For 
example, in evangelical circles, the International Council for Evangelical 
Theological Education (ICETE) states, “Our programmes of theological 
education must combine spiritual and practical with academic objec-
tives in one holistic integrated educational approach” (ICETE Manifes-
to, Section 7). This desire for a more holistic approach comes with a 
recognition that “we so often focus educational requirements narrowly 
on cognitive attainments” (ICETE Manifesto, Section 7). Similarly, David 
C. Wright notes broad agreement across theological education that 
“the content or inputs of integration are theology, practical skills, and 
godly character” (Wright, 2022, 10). On one hand, this move toward an 
integrated approach may be seen as a return to roots. However, on the 
other hand, it may be seen as a response to much later developments in 
theological education, with their greater emphasis on the functional and 
the cognitive.

Theological Education in Asia and India

Bain narrates the history of early theological education from Western 
European centers, but these were not the only areas where theological 
education was being developed. Considering the Persian empire, Scott 
Sunquist finds that this region had “some continuity with what was 
happening in the Roman Empire…but Persian discipleship and Persian 
schools did develop differently in light of the Asian context” (Sunquist, 
2017, 273). Further, as Sunquist says, “the local Zoroastrian (national) 
religion also shaped the spirituality and theology of Persian Christiani-
ty” (Sunquist, 2017, 273). This approach led to what Sunquist terms the 
“intercultural nature of Persian theology” (Sunquist, 2017, 285). Chris-
tians in the Persian context were a minority, so they developed theologi-
cal education under threat or actual experience of persecution. Because 
these communities were not always able to function on their own terms, 
their theological education had to become more dialogical. This situ-
ation seems to have led to an even deeper enmeshment with the local 
culture, with Persian schools even framing the biblical message with 
aspects of Zoroastrianism.

Maintaining this theme of dialogue with local cultures, in India spe-
cifically, Jesudas Athyal and Dyron Daughrity trace the beginnings of 
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theological education to the Malankara Church in Kerela, which “used 
a Gurukuklam system, organized around revered senior priests (Mal-
pans) who were familiar with the liturgy and traditions of the church” 
(Athyal, Daughrity, and Thomas, 2022, 31). In this system students were 
educated as they lived with their teachers – similar to the Guru-Shishya 
tradition found in Indian-based religious traditions, such as Hinduism. 
(The Guru-Shishya tradition is a teacher-student tradition grounded 
in patronage or family lineage systems.) Here, liturgies, rather than 
systematized fields of study, formed the foundation of education. Edu-
cation was imparted as life was shared – unlike in 21st-century theolog-
ical education (Athyal, Daughrity, and Thomas, 2022, 31). Athyal and 
Daughrity note the establishment of the Orthodox Theological Seminary 
in 1815, Sermapore College in 1818, and Bishop’s College in 1820 as the 
beginnings of modern theological education in India (Athyal, Daughrity, 
and Thomas, 2022, 31–32). All these institutions were collaborations 
between Western and Indian leaders.

Thus, what Sunquist asserts of Persian theological education is true 
also of early Indian theological education – it is an intercultural enter-
prise. Indeed, reaching back to Persia, early theological education in In-
dia, despite working with systems similar to local gurkuls, derived much 
of its theology from Syriac liturgy. In addition, later theological institu-
tions were collaborative enterprises between Western and local leaders. 
This presents a picture of Indian theological education as dialogical, 
both across branches of the Global Church and with the surrounding 
local culture. 

Theological education in India thus presents a picture of continuity and 
discontinuity with global theological education. Continuities (with early 
European and Persian theological education) can be seen in the em-
phasis on personal formation. However, local nuances happened as the 
Christian faith existed as a minority under threats of persecution within 
the Indian context. 

I must note here that collaboration in India was perhaps not always 
between equals. Even a cursory glance at early Indian church history 
reveals inequalities. A. Mathias Mundadan finds that, even as early as 
the 6th century, “the Christians in India were juridically subject to the 
East-Syrian Church” (Mundadan, 1984, 100). This insight is particularly 
illuminating because it highlights the potential for inequalities even 
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within minority communities, for both the Persian Church (East-Syrian) 
and the Indian Church were minorities in their larger political contexts. 

If we connect this narrative to the concerns of theological education 
today, we may make three assertions. First, theological education has 
historically been formed through intercultural dialogue with secular 
societies. Second, theological education in one area develops in dia-
logue with others in the Global Church. Finally, even within the Church, 
dialogue is not between equals. This inequality goes beyond simplistic 
East versus West and majority versus minority divides. Instead, particu-
larities in this unequal dialogue mean that those who are less powerful 
in one context may be more powerful in another. 

Locating the Indian Himalayan Region

Before examining theological education in the Indian Himalayan region, 
it is necessary to define the region. The National Institution for Trans-
forming India (NITI Aayog), the main public policy arm of the Indian 
Government, states that “The Indian Himalayan Region is spread across 
13 Indian States/Union Territories (namely Jammu and Kashmir, Ladakh, 
Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh, Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Megha-
laya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, Tripura, Assam and West Bengal), 
stretching across 2500 km. Nearly 50 million people reside in this 
region” (NITI Aayog, 2023). This description gives a glimpse into the 
region’s size and diversity. 

Despite this diversity, some characteristics unite this region. One of 
these, obviously, is the presence of the Himalayan Mountains. Another 
unifying feature derives from this geographical reality, as Chetan Singh 
notes. He states that the juxtaposition of the people in the highlands 
from those in the lowlands has marked this region since the early 
sixteenth century (Singh, 2019, 26). This unifying characteristic can 
be found in terms like Pahari (a person from the mountains – pahar), 
which many in states like Uttarakhand use even when referring to others 
from the Himalayan region. Conversely, this unity may be expressed by 
defining the Other using terms like madise/madesi (plains folk), as in 
Nepali-speaking areas of the region (mades being a term referring to 
the plains). Further, Singh notes that this region has historically been 
marginal for most South Asian societies (Singh, 2019, 27). This limin-
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ality continues to surface in border disputes between India, Pakistan, 
and China (as well as Nepal, Bhutan, and Myanmar, to a lesser degree)
(“China Includes,” 2023).

Some conclusions from this brief overview may be drawn for theological 
education. First, the region spreads over a vast geographical area with 
diverse cultures and peoples. Yet the region’s inhabitants – as well as 
those outside the region – acknowledge the region’s unifying charac-
teristics. Second, because of its geography and its political/cultural 
situation, the region has historically been at the fringes of develop-
ments in the Indian subcontinent. Third, the region exists on frontiers 
between modern nation-states. This proximity to large political powers 
impacts the regions’ cultures. At the same time, the region has its own 
persistent peculiarities, which give it a unique identity. Theological edu-
cation in the Indian Himalayan region has developed in specific ways in 
light of this context.

Theological Education in the Indian Himalayan Region: 
Opportunities and Challenges 

In India, most mainline Protestant denominations require their clergy 
to be trained at institutions recognized by the Senate of Serampore 
(Athyal, Daughrity, and Thomas, 2022, 34). Many Protestant institutions 
(particularly those that may be broadly categorized as evangelical) are 
accredited by the Asia Theological Association (ATA)(Athyal, Daughrity, 
and Thomas, 2022, 32). While most mainline churches do not recognize 
degrees offered by ATA for ordination as clergy, many evangelical, char-
ismatic, and Pentecostal denominations recognize ATA degrees for ordi-
nation. Many ATA-accredited institutions offer programs aimed at local 
church ministries. Additionally, a growing number of independent Bible 
colleges “particularly in the north, east, and north-east sections of the 
country” are oriented toward grassroots evangelism (Athyal, Daughrity, 
and Thomas, 2022, 33). Finally, programs like The Association for Theo-
logical Education by Extension (TAFTEE) offer “parish level” education 
for the laity (Athyal, Daughrity, and Thomas, 2022, 36). Theological edu-
cation by extension is a growing area, with even established accredited 
institutions starting to offer some programs by extension; the COVID-19 
pandemic only intensified the rise of extension programs.
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In 1981, Vinay Samuel and Chris Sugden recognized that theological 
education in India had “not been contextualized either in terms of 
India’s poverty and injustice, or even in terms of the people of God in 
India” (Samuel and Sugden, 1981, 96). Proposing a way forward, they 
envisioned Indian theological education developing to integrate “the 
training of church leaders… into the training of the entire people of God 
and in contact with the living context of India” (Samuel and Sugden, 
1981, 96). 

Theological education in the Indian Himalayan region in its contem-
porary form addresses much of what Samuel and Sugden point out as 
deficiencies and opportunities for Indian theological education, as it 
shares many characteristics with the broader Indian landscape. Bible 
colleges and grassroots degree programs are proliferating; some of 
these are accredited by ATA. However, the Himalayan region has fewer 
Serampore-affiliated institutions. Christians are minorities in most of 
the Himalayas – though it must be noted that Christians are a majority 
in the northeastern states of Meghalaya, Mizoram, and Nagaland. Very 
few institutions are conducting active academic research in and for the 
region. The proliferation of non-accredited and independent institutions 
and the orientation of many established and accredited institutions 
toward the grassroots is evidence of a deep connection with the lived 
context, which is rife with marginalization and lack of access to resourc-
es. Such an emphasis on grassroots education creates both challenges 
and opportunities for Himalayan theological education.

A primary challenge is the lack of contextualized pedagogical materi-
als. Athyal and Daughrity rightly point out that, with a few exceptions, 
most Indian seminaries “are still dependent upon Western textbooks; 
around 70-80% of books are from the Western world.” (Athyal, Daughri-
ty, and Thomas, 2022, 36). The lack of contextualized textbooks creates 
a major challenge for Indian theological education, a challenge that is 
even more extreme for institutions in the Himalayan region, where lack 
of financial resources makes acquiring new textbooks almost impos-
sible. Himalayan theological institutions need updated resources, but 
the funding gap means that they can neither produce nor acquire such 
resources. 

However, this challenge also opens a glimpse into a possible new direc-
tion. Careful observation of class lectures and interactions, particularly 
at grassroots institutions, in the Himalayan region shows that they are 
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not actually completely dependent on Western theology. Their education 
is neither completely contextualized nor completely Westernized. Rath-
er, it is not uncommon to find an older instructor delivering a lecture 
in a systematic theology class utilizing Wayne Grudem’s book. He will 
interrupt this lecture with descriptions of how he encountered God in 
a supernatural way, or the class may launch into long discussions of 
India’s present political situation and how it impacts their lives. Some-
times the class may even sing a song together – all during an ostensible 
systematics lecture using a Western text.

To an observer these practices may seem dissonant or chaotic. How-
ever, this methodology is built on the instructor reviewing a Western 
text, which they would have themselves read as students while being 
taught by a Westerner, and bringing it into dialogue with their lifetime 
of experience serving the church at the grassroots level, as they prepare 
for their lecture. Within the lecture, interspersed stories, songs, and 
apparently superfluous “rabbit trails” implicitly bring that Western text, 
originally taught by a Western instructor of another generation, into dia-
logue with the 21st-century lives of the Indian lecturer and his students. 
This hermeneutic bridges the academic and the pastoral so that the 
Western text becomes translated in a way that is neither fully Western 
nor fully Indian. In some ways, this situation embodies Lamin Sanneh’s 
concept of “translatability” (Sanneh, 2009, 417). In these processes of 
theological education, one sees disparate contexts in dialogue produc-
ing intercultural hybrids. They do not merely mix two contexts (Western, 
Indian) but three or four contexts (absent Western lecturer, current Indi-
an lecturer, Indian students from various locations) in order to create an 
educational pastiche.

Thus, even with a lack of funding and textbooks, theological education 
in the Himalayan region continues to thrive. Mushrooming independent 
institutions all over the region practice such adaptive, hybrid pedago-
gies. I do not wish to romanticize the lack of resources, nor do I mean to 
discount the need for theological education to attend to the production 
and acquisition of more stable local resources. Instead, this picture 
demonstrates the unexpected hermeneutical and pedagogical turn that 
theological education in the Himalayan region has taken, a turn that 
opens specific new opportunities. 

For example, the processes of theological research need to be rethought 
in this region (and perhaps in other regions too). Grassroots practi-
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tioners need to be encouraged to produce resources in active dialogue 
with academic authors and vice versa. One possibility would be to es-
tablish research centers in the region that create spaces for academics 
and practitioners to come together and produce white papers, curric-
ula, and other materials in conversation with one another – tools that 
both academics and practitioners then go out and use (teach, present, 
analyze) in their respective worlds. Then they could return to the re-
search center to discuss how those uses developed their previous work. 
Together, they could revise their materials. This process of conversation, 
creation, use, and revision could build a synergy that produces materi-
als  both for the “ivory tower” and for the grassroots. Of course, this is 
currently only a dream. 

While the challenge of reliance on (often older) Western resources leads 
to an opportunity through hermeneutical and pedagogical practices in 
the Himalayan region, the lack of quality resources still remains prob-
lematic. What is true of Western resources is even more true of local 
resources – there are hardly any academic resources written by authors 
from the Himalayan region, especially when one excludes Christian 
majority states. If we take academic publications as an example, the gap 
may be seen on three levels. First, there is the well-recognized problem 
of a lack of theological resources from Indian authors as a whole. This 
gap is being remedied in evangelical circles, though, as evident in the 
growing number of Indian journals listed on ATA India’s website. Howev-
er, the second level of this issue is that not many theologians hail from 
the Himalayan region, as seen in a paucity of academic publications by 
theologians from this region. The third level of this issue is apparent 
when one considers the paucity of academic journals located in the 
Indian Himalayan region. A few publications from the Northeast region, 
like the Clark Journal of Theology from Nagaland, do exist – but, in the 
case of the Clark Journal, the last available publication online is from 
December 2020, so these journals are not very active. (They may have 
print copies, but by not being active online, they cannot engage with 
the broader academic world.) Only one journal is situated in a Hima-
layan state in the north, where Christianity is not a majority – the Doon 
Theological Journal from Luther W. New Jr. Theological College. While the 
lack of academic journals does not necessarily indicate a complete lack 
of theologizing, it does point toward a lack of engagement in academic 
theological conversations.
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Related to the challenge of a lack of academic resources is the ques-
tion of the quality of theological education offered in institutions in the 
Himalayan region. This issue is especially relevant for institutions that 
are independent and grassroots-focused. While Athyal and Daughrity 
see this as a challenge for theological education in India as a whole 
(Athyal, Daughrity, and Thomas, 2022, 37), this problem is exacerbated 
in institutions in the Himalayan region that are generally even poor-
er. Himalayan institutions lack “trained faculty, quality of libraries, or 
numerous other basic facilities required for good theological education” 
(Athyal, Daughrity, and Thomas, 2022, 37). While one can celebrate the 
creativity and process of implicit contextualization highlighted above, 
we must understand that much of this labor happens under duress and 
results in graduates who may struggle to meet the demands of higher 
theological education, especially if they choose to leave the region to 
pursue further studies.

As mentioned above, a lack of financial resources undergirds these is-
sues. Without money, Himalayan institutions face two challenges. First, 
regional institutions struggle to survive. How sustainable is theological 
education in the Himalayan region, particularly at the higher level and 
at higher quality? Sustainability requires financial resources. Access to 
foreign funds continues to dwindle for nonprofits, including theological 
institutions, all over India, with many losing their Foreign Contribution 
Regulation Act (FCRA) accounts. Athyal and Duaghrity find that with the 
dwindling of overseas donations, “the basic money resources are now 
within India itself” (Athyal, Daughrity, and Thomas, 2022, 35). This sit-
uation poses an even greater challenge for theological education in the 
Himalayan region, where most churches are neither wealthy nor exist in 
large enough communities to sustain theological education locally (this 
is less true of the Christian majority states in the Northeastern region, of 
course, which have a bit more leeway).

The second challenge related to the lack of financial resources is the 
brain drain of those few individuals who have higher degrees. Athyal 
and Daughrity see that “the brain drain of trained theological faculty” 
is a challenge for Indian theological education (Athyal, Daughrity, and 
Thomas, 2022, 37); they make this point by considering the movement 
of Indian theological educators to institutions abroad. However, for 
the Himalayan region, particularly for the 10 states where Christians 
are a minority, the brain drain is even worse. Trained theologians from 
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the region move to institutions in other parts of India that have better 
library resources, internet access, and financial support. Further, even 
within the Himalayan region, a few institutions tend to have the largest 
concentrations of trained faculty. This brain drain is understandable 
when one considers the lack of quality resources and lack of sustainable 
income for faculty in the region. Faculty often work multiple jobs just to 
make ends meet. Given this situation, the lack of engagement in higher 
academic conversations is hardly surprising.

Global Theological Education in Conversation with the 
Indian Himalayan Region

The previous section has presented a picture of theological education in 
the Indian Himalayan region – of creativity and challenge. This picture 
must be qualified with the disclaimer that this picture is truer of areas 
without a Christian majority, 10 of the 13 Himalayan states. 

Following from these considerations, this section will now briefly con-
sider global theological education in conversation with the Indian Hi-
malayan region under two broad themes: first, theological education as 
part of the Church’s participation in the missio Dei; second, theological 
education within the church as “the community of argument” (Tanner, 
2007, 1876).

David Bosch asserts, “The missio Dei institutes the missiones ecclesi-
ae” (Bosch, 2011, 379). This perspective is crucial when thinking about 
theological education because it locates theological education within 
the mission of the Church, which in turn finds its raison d’être in the 
mission of God. This perspective resonates with Perry Shaw’s perspec-
tive, as he lists the mission of God as the first of three affirmations cen-
tral to theological education (the other two being the people of God and 
incarnation) (Shaw, 2002). Theological education must shape its meth-
ods for contextualization, pedagogical choices, and choices of curricu-
lum by questions such as, “How does this serve the Church?” However, 
theological education must also seek to look beyond the established 
church and the immediately apparent avenues for its mission by asking, 
“What is God doing in mission and where is he leading his church?” 
Theological education in the Indian Himalayan region is stronger in the 
first of these areas – an effectively contextualized and deeply grassroots 
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ecclesial orientation. However, its lack of engagement with academic 
theological conversations with the wider church leave it much room to 
grow in the second area – seeking to clarify the church’s mission.

Second, when analyzing Himalayan theological education within the 
broader global context, we can consider Tanner’s description of the 
community of argument as

one in which participants have the courage of their convictions to 
dispute the corruptive effects of sin, yet show an openness to being 
corrected by others in recognition of their own fallibility and possible 
corruption, brought together in a common project whose realization, 
they all know, is ever beyond any simple identification with what any 
of them has achieved. (Tanner, 2007, 1876)

Because, as Tanner says, theological educators need to correct one 
another and to be open to new ideas, theological-pedagogical knowl-
edge from the Himalayan region is even more valuable – first within 
the wider Indian Church and then globally. The above conversation has 
highlighted some of the contributions that theological education from 
the Himalayan region can make to the global discourse. First, the lack 
of resources and facilities has led to creativity, to the development of 
contextually rooted pedagogies built on active dialogue between aca-
demia and grassroots practitioners. Second, and relatedly, theological 
education in the region offers a model of keeping the Church’s lived 
realities and everyday concerns in close and ongoing conversation with 
formal theological education. Finally, a closer study of ways in which 
theological education in the region continues to thrive, seeking to fulfill 
its part in the missio Dei, despite financial and logistical challenges, can 
provide helpful models for others in the Global Church who face (or will 
face) similar challenges. The voices of this region are members of the 
polyphonic chorus of the Church of God. Even in their fallibility, they add 
a unique perspective that can fill out the global Church’s understanding 
of the missio Dei.

Before I conclude, I should note two areas for further consideration for 
theological education in the Himalayan region. These are the growth of 
online education and the interplay of vocational training with theologi-
cal education. These themes are beyond the scope of the present article 
and deserve thorough examination by others who are more qualified.



24

Insights Journal   December 2023

Conclusion: Preliminary Pragmatic Directions

The global Church needs to grasp the distinctness and nuances of the 
Himalayan region. Theology as faith seeking understanding must under-
stand not just God but the people of God. This article is a first gesture in 
this direction, as it embodies the principles it proposes. Beginning with 
a broad vision of theological education derived from a church father far 
removed from the Indian Himalayan context, it gradually narrows from 
Asia to India to the Himalayas. In each of these moves, it reflects upon 
the continuity and discontinuity within practices and understandings of 
theological education. Finally, it ends by suggesting some global impli-
cations from the region.

The current socio-political situation in India continues to become 
less favorable for Christianity in general and theological education in 
particular. For the Himalayan region these tensions are exacerbated by 
the issues discussed above, such as the lack of resources (or concen-
tration of resources in a few places), the lack of new theological training 
materials, the absence of engagement with wider academic theolog-
ical discussions, and the brain drain of trained theologians. The way 
forward for the Himalayan region will in part depend on the generosity 
of better-resourced institutions in other parts of India. Indian Christian 
institutions need not only to train workers for the Himalayas but to open 
avenues for theologians from the region to participate in wider academ-
ic conversations. 

Furthermore, even as we need to build expertise in the region for theo-
logical dialogue, theologians from the Himalayas may be able to offer 
useful correctives to the established rules of academic discourse else-
where. While Himalayan theological education may be deficient in some 
areas, it demonstrates levels of creativity that established theological 
institutions in other regions may not be aware of at present. Global 
theological education must not discard the gains made in Himalayan 
theological education. 

Although institutions outside the Himalayas need to extend hospital-
ity to Himalayan theologians, theological education in the Himalayan 
region will grow only through the sacrifices of theologically trained 
personnel from the region. Especially as conditions deteriorate, this call 
will be challenging to fulfill. At present, violence and persecution are 
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sporadic and not organized, but the region is on a dangerous trajecto-
ry. Theological education in the region may require the blood of a new 
generation of martyrs. The Indian Church and the global Church can help 
with training, resources, conversation, and encouragement, but Chris-
tian educators in the Himalayas, however few, must be ready to stand 
firm. 
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Doxology and De-Colonizing Theological 
Thinking in Pakistan 
Eric Sarwar                      

An Indian Global Research Institute (GRI) scholar at the Center for 
Missiological Research (CMR) of Fuller Theological Seminary asked 
three questions around the dinner table a few years ago: “Are there any 
Pakistani Christian theological contributions in any field (i.e., Bibli-
cal, Systematic, Practical, Missional)? Can any of us name the leading 
Pakistani Christian theologians from the past or present? Is there any 
development of a discipline of Pakistani Christian Theology?”

To answer the questions, I approached social media and asked a few 
friends to respond. Two names surfaced in response to the second ques-
tion: Dr. Michael Nazir-Ali and Dr. Charles Amjad Ali, Christian scholars 
from Pakistan. However, there is a great dearth of scholarship regarding 
Pakistani Christian theology, and our theological institutions still need 
to produce theology in Pakistan. Another friend commented, “Not an 
awful lot has been produced which could fall under ‘Pakistani Theology’ 
per se.” We gloomily agreed that “the intellectual contribution of Paki-
stani Christians to the global church is, sadly, very little, even negligi-
ble” (Kamil 2016).

The above discussion and responses are pretty honest and admit that 
Pakistan’s theological thinking is in crisis and needs a new pedagogical 
perspective with cultural sensitivity. This discussion also inspired fur-
ther investigation: Why have we failed to produce Christian scholarship 
from Pakistan? What best practices need to adapt? Moreover, seminar-
ies must ask what does not work and what hope they have. What does 
theological education have to say about contextualizing in Pakistan? 
How do we equip thriving leaders for the community of worship in our 
Muslim context? What would be fruitful new additions to the theological 
curricula? Who will teach this new material? 

Being a musician, minister, and missiologist for the past twenty-five 
years has given me a personal interest in the theological education of 
future church leaders. In particular, I have observed that, often, pastors 
and parishioners misunderstand doxology (worship) and music. How 
can we think about doxological studies (worship and music) from the 
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vantage of theological education? Is there a liturgical and doxological 
way to read and teach the scriptures in seminary? 

Responding to all these questions is beyond the scope of this article, of 
course. Here I offer a prolegomenon outlining some areas where theol-
ogy, doxology, and ethnomusicology can be mutually informative. This 
article presents the case for a biblical and cultural understanding of dox-
ology (worship and music) as a theological method for Pakistan’s theo-
logical education curriculum. It unfolds in three ways. The first section 
diagnoses the dearth of theological thinking in Pakistan. The second 
section discusses some aspects of doxological data that would benefit 
from biblical-theological exploration and reflection. Finally, section 
three proposes doxology (worship and music) as a theological method. 
The author offers a model that may be used in other parts of the evan-
gelical theological community, after critical reflection and assessment in 
light of Scripture and local realities.

Three-Self Formula and Theological Thinking

To understand the lack of critical and contextual theological thinking in 
Pakistan, we need to begin by diagnosing the dearth.

For over 160 years, starting in 1817, a pair of mission executives, the En-
glishman Henry Venn (from the Anglican Church Missionary Society) and 
the American Rufus Anderson (from the American Board of Commission-
ers for Foreign Missions), promoted the idea that the indigenous church 
in colonial mission fields would have three defining characteristics, 
which compose the “three-self formula”: It would be self-governing, 
self-supporting, and self-propagating (Shenk 1983). Where did this idea 
come from, and why was it implemented in mission fields? 

Mission historians have found that two realities of the late-nineteenth 
and mid-twentieth centuries gave birth to this three-self formula: first, 
the Anglican Church’s crumbling wealth, and second, colonial powers’ 
weakness. Together, these crises led mission societies to hand over 
church work to local leaders. As one scholar writes, “The financial crisis 
showed Venn the need to create a ‘native church’ responsible for its pas-
toral duties and independent of foreign support for its spiritual health 
and financial security” (Dorn 1982). The weakness of colonial powers 
furthered the drive to implement the three-self formula, as Western 
missionaries withdrew and transferred mission enterprises to local 
leadership. 
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In the wake of colonialism, did the three-self formula succeed? Have lo-
cal churches achieved self-sufficiency? An Egyptian missiologist states, 
“After a century, the three-self formula of mission theorists were partly 
applied and not as hoped. The church became self-governing, partially 
self-propagating, but never self-supporting and self -self-theologizing” 
(Wahba 2016, 85). Indeed, we see that, globally, the three self-formula 
failed (Reese 2007). 

Furthermore, the formula’s original proponents did not envision the 
day when churches planted by Western missionaries would become 
self-theologizing. They forgot to add self-theologizing as a fourth defin-
ing characteristic. Yet the Global South has become the new center for 
theologizing today (Newman 2016).

The Perils and Pathos of the Three-Self Formula in Pakistan

As Western missionaries were zealous to fulfil the Great Commission, 
they established theological institutions. In South Asia, theological edu-
cation traces its roots to 1818, when William Carey established Seramp-
ore College in India. Pakistan’s history of theological education began 
with Gujranwala Theological Seminary (GTS), opened by Presbyterians 
in 1877. Other theological educational institutions in Pakistan include 
the Salvation Army Training College (1913, Lahore); Pakistan Adventist 
Seminary and College (1920, Sheikhupura); Full Gospel Assemblies 
Theological Seminaries (1967, Lahore); Philadelphia Pentecostal Bible 
College (1960, Karachi); Universal Theological College; Open Theolog-
ical Seminary (1971, Gujranwala); Zarephath Bible Seminary (1982, 
Rawalpindi); St. Thomas Theological College (1987, Karachi); AOG Bible 
College (Lahore and Quetta); the National Catholic Institute of Theology 
(1997, Karachi); Tehillim School of Church Music & Worship (2003, Kara-
chi); and the Lahore School of Theology (2010). 

When Pakistan came into being as a nation on August 14, 1947, follow-
ing the partition of India after two hundred years of British rule, many 
Western missionaries withdrew in order to implement the three-self 
formula. Suddenly, impoverished local leaders found themselves hold-
ing power and privilege. Corruption and conflict engulfed the church’s 
leadership, and theological institutions became centres for church 
politicking. To take just one example, the “Battle of Pasrur” (David S. 
2017) between Presbyterian leaders that began in 1967 is still causing 
problems. So the ideals of the three-self formula actually resulted in an 
opposite situation in Pakistan. Tragically, the Western missionary vacu-
um created a religious elite, a court case mentality, and lasting factions 
in the church. 
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Because of this situation, Pakistani theological education is deeply 
flawed. Although Pakistan boasts so many opportunities for Christian 
theological training, that education is substandard – as Paul James Bur-
gess, a former Scottish professor at GTS, has pointed out. Unlike African 
and Middle Eastern Christianities, Pakistan’s Church has not linked 
itself to historical Christianity. Instead, it has relied on Western ecclesial 
connections, curricula, and finances to train local leaders. As a result, 
Pakistani theological education has five significant challenges: insuffi-
cient resources, less qualified and incompetent faculty, lack of research 
and development, gender inequality, and localization (Dewan 2022). 
Every year, institutions produce myriads of pastors who have no skills in 
analytical critical thinking.

Moreover, people in privileged positions are scared of educated indi-
viduals, so no one has attempted to reform theological education in 
Pakistan. Despite over a century of history, only two Pakistani institu-
tions – Open Theological Seminary and Zarephath Bible Seminary – are 
accredited by ATA. Even if Pakistani institutions were to pursue accredi-
tation, they would need trained faculty, which is a major gap. Educators 
lament that Pakistan’s many institutions actually have a great need “for 
more suitably qualified staff, particularly those with higher academic 
qualifications who can write courses and train others” (Carey 2012). 
Furthermore, “dead white men” still dominate curricula, which were de-
signed by foreign missionaries equipped within the Western education 
system (González 2018; Pratt 2012; Dale 2008). At the most basic level, 
materials emphasize reading and writing, which is quite tricky for oral-
based learners, as many Pakistanis are (Chrispal 2019). Thus, the crisis 
of Pakistani theological education is not that seminaries lack students, 
or that students lack seminaries, but that the many seminaries and 
students lack culturally aware faculty and curricula. 

To address this critical situation, what direction does theological educa-
tion take in Pakistan? Some might ask, “Could you not do what we have 
done in the West?” (Tennent 2012). Pakistani theological systems must 
address Tennent’s call to train Pakistani Church leaders doxologically. A 
doxological approach could reinvigorate the Pakistani Church intellectu-
ally, theologically, and spiritually.  

Ethno-Doxology

What is ethno-doxology? Ethno-doxology is a compound adapted from 
the Greek words “ethno” (from ethne: people, race, or culture) and 
“doxo” (glory or praise). It is a theological and anthropological frame-
work that guides all cultures to worship God using their local artistic 
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expressions (Schrag and Harris, 2014). Ethno-doxology is an emerging 
discipline that explores culturally appropriate ways to worship. Eth-
no-doxologists define this practice as “a liturgical expression of praise 
to God” (Harris 2021; Agnew 2021). It affirms that each culture’s local 
context has gifts that glorify God. 

Although this concept is taking shape among theologians, local dox-
ology is still a missing piece of the missional puzzle. In Pakistan, it is 
absent from curricula and Christian culture. Globally, various institu-
tions offer courses on doxology in theological education, among them 
the Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics (Dallas), Payap University 
(Thailand), Fuller Seminary, Liberty University, and Tehillim School of 
Church Music & Worship (Pakistan). However, no seminary in Pakistan 
has a worship and music studies program. 

In this situation, I would like to argue for ethno-doxology from and for 
my own context. 
 
The Old and New Testaments provide the biblical bases for the doxolog-
ical approach. To represent the doxological dimension of God’s salvific 
plan, theologians have drawn connections between the Garden of Eden 
temple (Genesis 2-3) and God’s throne room in the New Jerusalem 
(Revelation 7:9-10; 21:22–27) (Beale 2004). Prophetic literature (Isaiah 
6:3; Ezekiel 40-48) and the Psalms provide thick bases for doxological 
engagements. Indeed, the five subsections of the Psalter each end with 
doxologies (Psalms 41:13, 72:19-20, 89:52, and 106:48). Many psalms 
urge people to “Bless the LORD!” and are followed by an “Amen.” The 
five psalms that close the Psalter each begin and end with “Hallelujah” 
or “Praise the LORD”; Psalm 150 serves as a doxology for the entire 
collection (Man, 2023). 

In the New Testament, Luke and Acts both present doxological nar-
ratives. They portray encounters with the religious culture of Second 
Temple Judaism and the religious practices of the Greco-Roman world. 
Luke’s narrative begins with characters attached to the temple and its 
rituals (Luke 1:25; Luke 1:46). Mary’s “magnificat” (Luke 1:14-68), Zach-
ariah’s prayer (Luke 2:19), and Simeon’s and Anna’s praises over the 
child Jesus (Luke 2:25, 2:37-38) serve as liturgical poetry. As a twelve-
year-old, Jesus spent time in the temple (Luke 2:41-52). Jesus tells a 
parable about a Pharisee and a tax collector going to the temple to pray 
(Luke 18:9-14). Indeed, Luke tells his readers three times that Jesus was 
teaching in the temple daily. So concerned is Jesus for the temple that 
he drives out those who were selling things in it (Luke 19:45-46). Thus, 
Luke portrays Christ’s incarnation as God’s glory coming to the temple 
and to the worshipping community.
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Luke’s narrative of Christ’s ascension (Luke 24:50-53) echoes five 
features of the Jewish Tamid service: (1) the raising of the hands, (2) the 
blessing, (3) the worship prostration, (4) the praising of God, and (5) the 
prayer for the joy of heart, as the disciples return to Jerusalem (Twelftree 
2020; Penner 2010). The very last words of the Gospel depict Christ’s 
followers continually in the temple “praising God” (24:53). They have 
seen Jesus offering liturgical ministry in the heavenly sanctuary with his 
hands raised, just like the high priest (Psalm 22:22; Hebrews 2:12). Mo-
tivated by this vision, they offer this praise to God (Luke 24:52-53). After 
this, in Acts, Luke portrays the followers of Jesus as deeply involved 
in the three focal points of traditional Jewish worship: the temple, the 
synagogue, and the home.  By shaping his narrative with reference to 
Jewish worship, Luke reminds us that the physical temple transformed 
into the spiritual church, the body of Christ. People worship God out of 
gratitude for the risen Jesus, who is also the object of their worship. 

As Acts continues these doxological encounters and explores what prop-
er worship might look like in various places, its answers to questions 
about worship are as challenging to our worship now as they were to the 
early believers who read Acts. The doxological content of Acts allows us 
to discover how the heavenly model of worship confronts false worship 
in diverse localities. 

If mission historians claim that worship and witness are the two primary 
purposes of a church (Sunquist 2013; King 2019), then, to apply this 
theologizing to Pakistan, how might worship help communicate the 
Christian message in a Muslim context? Pakistan has a fifty-eight per-
cent literacy rate, but its culture is still heavily oral overall; ninety-seven 
percent of Pakistanis are Muslim. Therefore, the Pakistani Church exists 
in a Muslim-majority context that deeply values oral means of communi-
cation, especially music. Ethnomusicology can help the Church to enter 
the untapped territory of religious music in a Muslim context. 

Muslim canonical music and non-canonical music in Pakistan reflect a 
rich shared tradition with Christianity. Poetry and sacred texts of both 
faiths are rooted in hymns and oral performance. This rich shared musi-
cal heritage provides a space in which to educate future leaders of both 
faiths about one another. Christians can engage their Muslim neigh-
bours with cultural sensitivity through music. 

Muslim Music Culture in Pakistan

Missiologists have noted that, among many other reasons, tenuous 
Muslim-Christian engagements can partly be blamed on a misunder-
standing of Muslim music culture (Sarwar 2023; King 2019). Muslim mu-
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sic is divided into canonical and non-canonical (Al-faruqi 1984). During 
doctoral field research in Pakistan, I explored these two classifications 
of Pakistani religious music (Sarwar, 2023). The chart below commu-
nicates a summary of my findings, with a few local distinctions. I then 
describe these genres in more detail.

Canonical: Qur’anic Qir’at and the Call of Prayer

Islamic art is voice-centric. Writing/calligraphy in Islamic culture is only 
decorative, but voice has a sacramental status. The life of the Prophet 
and early Islamic resources show that at the very beginning of the Hijrah 
(migration) to Medina, the Prophet initiated two vocal arts that are 

Category Genre Notes Reciter/Singer 
Title

Canonical Quari: Qur’anic recitation, 
with the vocal technique and 
training of tajwid

Adhan: Call to prayer

Arabic languge. 
Masjid-based 
conservative 
way of reading 
scripture and li-
turgical prayers. 

Muezzin for 
the Adhan (call 
to prayer with 
tartil and lehn)

Non-
Canonical

Hamd and madih (praise of 
Allah)
Naat or nasheed (praise of 
the Prophet)
Marsiya, soz, or noha giri 
(Shi’a mourning and lamen-
tation)
Manqabat (praise of saints)
Du’a (prayer)
Takbirat
Rajzia (war or patriotic songs)
Qasida Burda Sharif (Arabic)

Cultural and 
contextual, 
based in native 
language. Uses 
the raga and 
taal-based me-
lodic and rhyt-
mic structure for 
singing.

Hamd-khwan

Naat-khwan

Azadar (Shi’a)

Sufi qawwali
dhikr qawwali

Shrine-based 
folk and clas-
sical music. 
Adds the artistic 
expression of 
dance, instru-
ments, and 
singing.
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perhaps the epitome of the Islamic faith: Qur’anic qir’at and the Adhan, 
or call to prayer. Qur’anic recitation describes lehn (recitation), tartil 
(continuation), and taranum (melodic) as the proper vocal techniques 
with Arabic consonants and chords (Sarwar 2023).

Islamic historians have argued that interactions with Christian, Jewish, 
and Bedouin neighbours prompted pre-Islamic Arabs to borrow ele-
ments from those other cultures as they built their own poetic genres. 
Al-Jahaz goes so far as to claim that the written Qur’an is actually oral 
communication that drew partly from Jewish Christian liturgy (Neuwirth 
2012). More specifically, the first revelation began with the word Iqra, 
“recite” (cf., qiryana-Syriac for Liturgy; Quran 96:1). The melodic struc-
ture of the Adhan may have been initiated by the enslaved Ethiopian, 
Bilal the African. Even the text of the first half of the Adhan, the call to 
prayer, is verbatim from the Shema, “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God is, 
the Lord is one” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fUSdHB1R-W4). 
The qirat and the call to prayer are influenced by Syriac and Coptic 
liturgical chants without any instrumental accompaniment (Sarwar 
2023; Shiloah 1995,39; Padwick 1996; Michon 1991). This canonical oral 
tradition may pave a path for missional engagement. 

Non-Canonical 

Now we turn from canonical religious music in Pakistan to non-canonical 
music, to vocal art in social spaces. Pakistan’s three primary streams 
of music centre around the Sunni milad, Shi’a majlis, and Sufi Sama. 
Genres of non-canonical religious music include naat, hamd, manqabat, 
marsiya, and rajzia (Sarwar, 2023). In addition, Muslims have optional 
hymns meant to enhance important occasions, such as celebrations on 
Ramadan nights, Muhammad’s birthday (mawlid), death anniversaries 
(the birthdays or death anniversaries of Sufi imams), weddings, and 
funerals (Shiloah 1995, 39; Michon 1991, 485). Music is a medium of 
emotional, spiritual, and relational language in the Pakistani context. 

The Arabic recitation of the Qur’an, the oral performance of cantillation, 
is another important musical aspect of Muslim practice. Muslim Sufis 
have spread Islam through music, dance, and singing. In Pakistan, Mus-
lim religious artists, particularly reciter/singers, hold a special rank with 
distinct titles such as qari (Qur’an reciter), muezzin (prayer caller), naat-
khwan (reciter of praise to the Prophet), qawwal (Sufi devotional singer), 
and azadaar (mourner of Husain).

Furthermore, in the 21st century, globalization has brought more media 
freedom to Pakistan. Music circulates widely online. Religious singers 
are bringing tunes from film and folk music into religious genres. And 
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the film industry is featuring famous quawwali tunes. On the conserva-
tive front, extremists are employing poetry and music to hail the Taliban-
ization of Pakistan. And at the same time, progressives are using music 
to call for political change, as people protest government policies with 
polemic songs and animated musical videos. 

Theo-Musicology: From Theological Neglect to Theological 
Method

The brief survey above demonstrates that music in Pakistan is multi-
faceted – Muslim and Christian, canonical and non-canonical, sacred 
and secular, conservative and progressive. Nevertheless, in theological 
and missiological spheres, “music’s emotional [and missional] power 
is probably its single-most controversial feature” (Begbie and Guthrie 
2011, 323). Reisacher observes the negligence of the arts in Christian 
witness and appreciates the presence of “multisensory communica-
tions in interfaith relations” (Reisacher 2016, 65). She refers to qur’anic 
chanting and the art of the human voice as part of Islamic tradition.

Thus, the Church in Pakistan needs to overcome this reluctance to-
ward music. It needs to draw from its contextual roots, to use music 
to be a reliable and joyful witness to our Islamic context. Jacques 
Attali wrote, “Music is more than an object of study: it is a way of 
perceiving the world” (quoted in Begbie 2000, 4). Attali’s profound 
statement prompts us to ask, “What would it mean to theologize not 
only about music but through music?” The study of theology needs 
to go hand in hand with the study of music to “shape Christian truth” 
(Begbie and Guthrie 2011, Intro). So how might sung theology serve as a 
vehicle for Christian witness? Having presented the critical role of music 
in a Muslim oral context, we now turn to the doxological importance of 
theological thinking.

Theological Education as a Doxological Dialogue in 
Pakistan

Doxology and music can open doors for Christian witnesses in Pakistan. 
Whether the oral context is qur’anic recitation or Sufi qawwali, Qaumi 
Tarana (patriotic anthems) or political rallies, faith or film or folk songs 
(Milli Naghmey), music offers a route for identity for Christians in Paki-
stan. 

Christians and Muslims share the same heritage of music in Pakistan. 
For instance, in 2019, a Christian gospel singer was invited to lead a pa-
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triotic song at the celebration of National Minority Day at the president’s 
house in Islamabad (https://www.facebook.com/tehminatariqofficial/
videos/2606393972756286/UzpfSTEwMTc3NTAzNTk6MTAyMTU2MDY-
1Njg3MzAxMTY/). 

While music can offer a way for Christians and Muslims to collaborate in 
the non-canonical and social space, the existential question for theo-
logical institutions in Pakistan is how to decolonize their curricula in 
ways that allow them to engage their Muslim neighbours (Tennent 2012; 
Tayob 2018; Brown 2017). Missiologists emphasize that local Christian 
leaders’ lack of training in Arabic and Islamic religion, history, and juris-
prudence has affected Christians’ ability to communicate the Christian 
message to Muslims (Wahba, 2016). In Pakistan, we must decolonize 
Western literalist and cognitive approaches and find new strategies that 
reflect our oral and emotive Muslim-majority context. Understanding 
Muslim music culture can allow us to connect with these oral, affective 
traditions. We need a new generation of worship leaders who are so 
well-grounded in contextual theology that the praise of Christ pours 
from their mouths in ways that are gracious and true. 

Conclusion: Music as a Theological Method

On August 16, 2023, a massive mob attacked and burned 21 churches 
and more than 50 houses of poor Christians in Jaranwala, Pakistan. They 
were motivated by a blasphemy accusation (Aqeel and Asaph, 2023). In 
solidarity with the victims, the worship community in Pakistan, the U.K., 
and the U.S. protested by singing, in Punjabi, “Dukha De Wailay Yahowa 
Teri Sunay Dua” (“May the Lord answer you when you are in distress,” 
Psalm 20:1) (https://www.facebook.com/reel/970284844264794). 
Moderate Muslims and Christians in Karachi organized another public 
protest, during which they sang Psalm 46 in Punjabi. Despite losing 
their church building and houses, the victimized Presbyterian congre-
gation worshiped on open ground with joyful hearts and shouted, “O 
Zor Mera Hai” (“O Lord, My Strength,” Psalm 18:1). Their voices were 
the jubilant roar of the Punjabi church in Pakistan. The most surprising 
expression of Muslim-Christian solidarity came from a group of Shia 
Muslim lamenters (Marsiya and Noha Khwan), who visited the church in 
Chakwaal and publicly chanted, “O Sanctity of Mary, how you dishon-
oured publicly.” Their singing was a profound example of the shared 
heritage of chanting in public places. Thus, persecution led not only to 
public Christian witness in Pakistan but also to shared Muslim-Christian 
expressions of mourning. Psalms and laments raised a cry to the heav-
enly throne room. 
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This paper has proposed that theology and doxology walk hand in hand 
and that teaching doxology is crucial to developing contextual theology 
in Pakistan. The Christian Church can employ its shared musical heritage 
as a way to engage with its Muslim neighbours. While music emotionally 
expresses our most profound feelings, it is also essential to Christian 
education in Pakistan. Music must be brought out of negligence and 
negativity, so this paper invites fellow pilgrims to taste the transcendent 
with transformed hearts through the emotional and relational language 
of music. We need to understand theology through the lens of music 
and provide a suitable space for music in theological conversation, 
which will, in turn, enrich our missiology. In sum, theological seminaries 
must rediscover music’s doxological and missiological power and adapt 
music as a theological method for participating in the missio Dei in the 
twenty-first century. Music is probably not a universal language; howev-
er, without musical sound, God would be silent in the Indian subconti-
nent.
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Towards perspective transformation: 
Transformative learning in a Majority 
World MTh program with implications for 
Majority World theological education  
Allan Harkness                  

Abstract

Transformative learning is essential for effective theological education. 
A case study of a Majority World MTh program explores the extent to 
which perspective transformation (how people process their experienc-
es, leading to transformed, new ways of relating and acting) occurred in 
the students and what aspects of the MTh program were transformative 
for them. The research is based on Jack Mezirow’s ten-phase model 
of perspective transformation and utilised Kathleen King’s Learning 
Activities Survey. Implications are drawn from results for enhancing the 
impact of Majority World theological education on those it serves and 
equips.

Introduction

“Theological education is called and committed to educate the whole 
person for the whole life. Therefore, theological education has a spiritu-
al centre, focussing on the transformation of men and women in relation 
to God in a way that affects their immediate environment” (ICETE 2022, 
4).

As I have written elsewhere, “For Christians, transformation is at the 
heart of ‘the good news of the kingdom of God’ which Jesus came to 
announce, was demonstrated in his person and work, and its fulness 
will eventuate when Christ returns” (Harkness 2017, 139). The Bible 
speaks frequently of the need for God’s people generally, and leaders 
more specifically, to be developing holistically – maturing in knowledge, 
skills, character and empathy – in order to become competent, confi-
dent, compassionate and credible in their lives and vocation. So effec-
tive service of Christ entails, in the words of Paul’s exhortation, “be[ing] 
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transformed [metamorphousthe] by the renewing of your minds, so that 
you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable 
and perfect” (Rom. 12:2. NRSV). 

While “the renewing of your minds” is predominantly a cognitive activity 
and Paul also exhorts disciples to “take every thought captive to obey 
Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5. NRSV), the sort of transformation envisaged is 
rather more than simply thinking different thoughts and processing 
new ideas. It is a process that entails a more holistic “metamorphosis” 
of one’s whole-of-life perspectives, as beliefs, values, attitudes, and 
behaviour become aligned increasingly with the mind of Christ Jesus 
himself (1 Cor. 2:16. NRSV). This process leads to maturity in Christ (Col. 
1:28. NRSV).

The assertion above from the ICETE Manifesto II: Call and Commitment 
to the Renewal of Theological Education may be easy to affirm for those 
of us involved in the theological education (TE) enterprise. (The Mani-
festo was adopted by members of the International Council for Evangel-
ical Theological Education (ICETE) in 1983, and revised in the following 
decades. A major restatement, ICETE Manifesto II, was issued in 2022. 
ICETE serves and coordinates a network of nine regional accreditation 
agencies involved in the quality assurance of evangelical theological 
education of over 1200 theological schools globally.) 

But that quote raises the question, “What sort of learning experienc-
es contribute to such transformation?” Education which enables this 
outcome needs to be ‘a transformative process: its essence is change 
(in persons and institutions) from “what is” towards “what could be”, 
encouraging ownership (personal and institutional) for self-awareness 
and self-development’ (Harkness 2017, 140). It needs to be holistic: “the 
significance of a person’s relationships, character and behavior, values 
and attitudes, passions and emotions for learning and transformation is 
understood” (ATA 2021, 60). 

The thesis of this article is that the potential for transformative learning 
in TE students is enhanced in settings that provide students with oppor-
tunities to reflect on, process, and change their perspectives, and that 
encourage them to adopt practices consistent with their perspectives, 
specifically for their ministry roles. A Master of Theology (MTh) program 
in a seminary in an Asian country is the research context for exploring 
the validity of the thesis; from it, implications are drawn for broader TE 
applicability.
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Transformative Learning

Since the 1990s, literature on adult education has focused on transfor-
mative learning theory. Transformative learning “refers to processes 
that result in significant and irreversible changes in the way a person 
experiences, conceptualises and interacts with the world” (Hoggan 
2016, 77). Transformative learning theory seldom has biblical insights 
as a reference point, but Hoggan’s definition is consistent with the New 
Testament use of metamorphoō, “to change inwardly in fundamental 
character or condition” (Danker 2000, 639).

Reviewing over 200 articles on the theme of transformative learning, 
Chad Hoggan identified six categories of learning outcomes that are 
likely to demonstrate transformative learning. Outcomes may be seen in 
changes in a person’s 

1.	 worldview (assumptions, beliefs, values and expectations) 
2.	 sense of self (in relation to others and to the world in general) 
3.	 epistemology (the ways of constructing and evaluating knowl-

edge) 
4.	 ontology (how one exists in the world, their ways of being) 
5.	 behaviour (acting in a way consistent with a new perspective in 

social relationships, and work roles and skills/practices)
6.	 capacity for greater complexity in how one sees, interprets and 

functions in the world, including spiritually. (Hoggan 2016, 69-76)

Perspective transformation, as a vehicle for bringing about these 
wide-ranging outcomes, is a key aspect of transformative learning 
theory. It entails “the enduring development of a person’s understand-
ing, the reformulation of their experience, and new ways of acting in the 
world” (Nichols et al 2020, 43). 

The classic authority on perspective transformation, who introduced the 
term in the 1990s, is North American Jack Mezirow. For Mezirow, per-
spective transformation focuses on 

the recognition of a critical dimension of learning in adulthood that 
enables us to recognise and reassess the structure of assumptions 
and expectations which frame our thinking, feeling and acting. 
These structures of meaning constitute a ‘meaning perspective’ or 
frame of reference. (Mezirow 2006, 40)

 
Perspective transformation is more than cognitive processing of in-
formation. It involves “that element of education that transcends the 
addition of knowledge and skill to the broadening of reasoning, per-
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spective, practice, and outlook. Self-reflection, critical discourse, and 
problem-solving are some of the learning strategies that encourage 
transformative learning” (Nichols et al 2020, 43).

Numerous writers have contributed to the discourse on transformative 
learning and its constituent perspective transformation, with many cri-
tiquing and developing Mezirow’s insights (e.g. see Cheney 2010, Hog-
gan 2016). However, “few studies address how transformative learning 
theory might be applied to vocational settings” (Nichols et al 2020, 45). 
In the context of TE as vocational development, since the 1990s there 
has been a steady trickle of international research specifically on trans-
formative learning and perspective transformation (see Nelson 2021). 
(Some of these studies are Allder and Ackerman (2019) in Asia-Pacific; 
Bailey (1996), Bayles (2000), Gale (2005), Nelson (2021, 2022) and 
Young (2013) in the USA; Ball (2012) in Australia; Emslie (2016) in the 
UK; Nichols and Dewerse (2010) in Canada/New Zealand; Rasilim (2020) 
in Indonesia; and Weinski (2006) in Germany.) Though these studies are 
few, their breadth gives me some confidence that transformative learn-
ing theory, with perspective transformation as a sub-set, may validly be 
used to assess the effectiveness of TE programs.

The categories of learning outcomes articulated by Hoggan above 
indicate the potential for comprehensive and deep-rooted change in a 
person. But how does this change occur? Mezirow proposed the dynam-
ics of such change in a model of perspective transformation, a process 
incorporating ten phases as the means by which adult learners “shift 
their understanding or assumptions in order to cope with new informa-
tion” (King 2009, 4):

1.	 A disorienting dilemma
2.	 Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt or shame
3.	 A critical assessment of assumptions
4.	 Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transforma-

tion are shared
5.	 Exploration of options for new roles, relationships and action
6.	 Planning a course of action
7.	 Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans
8.	 Provisional trying of new roles
9.	 Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and rela-

tionships
10.	 A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated 

by one’s new perspective (Mezirow 2006)

Mezirow’s model is constantly referenced in thinking about transfor-
mative learning, and so it is worth considering as the framework within 
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which to evaluate the transformative potential of the Majority World MTh 
program that is the context of this article.

Research Project

From 2018-22 I worked closely with a Bible seminary in an Asian country 
as the seminary ran the first Master of Theology program for that coun-
try. For the purposes of this article, the seminary has the pseudonym 
EBS (Emmaus Bible Seminary). 

The stated objective of the EBS MTh program is:

to build the Church in [the country], for the glory of God. Thus, the 
program is designed to equip a cohort of new leaders – scholar-pas-
tors and ministry/mission practitioners – who can present Christian 
truth in churches, theological seminaries and Christian organisa-
tions in ways that are dynamically appropriate for their context. As 
they are trained to think theologically and contextually, so gradu-
ates from this program will be able to more effectively serve God’s 
Kingdom and Church in [the country] and further afield. (EBS MTh 
Program Handbook)

This objective aligns with the ICETE and ATA ideals stated above relating 
to transformative learning. Thus, the completion of the initial cycle of the 
MTh/LC and before a new cycle is launched is an ideal waypoint to seek 
to ascertain the value of the MTh program. To what extent was the stated 
objective achieved? Are the graduates actually better equipped “schol-
ar-pastors and ministry/mission practitioners … able to more effectively 
serve God’s Kingdom and Church in [the country] and further afield”? 

To answer these questions, I sensed there would be value in trying to 
discern the extent to which perspective transformation is evident in the 
EBS MTh/LC graduates as a result of their participation in the program. 
And if perspective transformation is evident, what factors in the program 
contributed to it? 

The benefit of undertaking this research is to provide EBS and the organi-
sation that funded the MTh/LC with insights on the value of the program. 
Implications drawn from this research may be applicable to efforts to 
enhance the effectiveness of similar postgraduate programs in TE institu-
tions elsewhere in the Majority World. 

To explore perspective transformation in the EBS MTh/LC, three research 
questions (RQs) were posed:
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RQ1: To what extent was the EBS MTh/LC transformative for the 
graduates, in the technical sense of Mezirow’s 10 phase model of 
perspective transformation?

RQ2: What elements of the EBS MTh/LC experience were considered 
transformative by the graduates?

RQ3: What implications from the findings in RQ1 and RQ2 may be 
drawn on to enhance postgraduate programs in EBS and in Majority 
World theological education institutions?

The EBS MTh

The EBS MTh required coursework and research, all with a contextual 
emphasis. Concurrent with the MTh program, the students completed 
a two-year leadership certificate (LC), as an opportunity for them to de-
velop skills needed for competent Christian leadership. The LC learning 
activities had three strands: spiritual formation, Christ-like leadership 
development, and pedagogical competence. The MTh and LC programs 
ran in parallel, both considered as components of one overall, integrated 
program: For graduation, students needed to complete both compo-
nents.

The MTh/LC was part-time. From 2018 – early 2020, MTh coursework 
modules and LC learning activities were conducted in person, usually 
on-campus; after mid-2020, COVID-19 necessitated solely online group 
contact initially and then a hybrid delivery format.

The EBS MTh/LC had 16 students, mature leaders in churches, Chris-
tian organisations, and seminaries. Four of the students were women. 
Fourteen of the students completed either a Postgraduate Diploma in 
Theology (for completed coursework but an incomplete final research 
component) or a full Master of Theology. 

Research method

Learning Activities Survey

Numerous efforts have attempted to quantify and qualify what is en-
tailed in perspective transformation. One expression that correlates to 
Mezirow’s model is Kathleen King’s Learning Activities Survey (LAS), 
designed “to evaluate educational practice, perspective transformation 
and transformational learning” (King 2009, 3). LAS provides a means 
of “measur[ing] whether a learner experienced a change in perspective 
during their educational activity and, if so, what factors contributed to 
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it” (Nichols et al 2020, 45). Numerous applications of LAS have been 
reported in a wide range of educational settings, but it has been used 
seldom in TE research. (LAS is not without shortcomings, especially 
when used with small research populations. See Nichols and Dewerse 
(2010).)

King has identified two questions asked by adult educators as they re-
flect on their educational practice: “(1) How can adult educators identify 
perspective transformation? (2) How can adult educators encourage 
learning related to perspective transformation?” (King 2009, 14). Both of 
these questions may be informed by the use of LAS. And as these ques-
tions are relevant to the present research, it is attractive as a suitable 
research instrument. 

Research Design

King’s LAS template was lightly adapted to take into account the educa-
tional activities built into the EBS MTh/LC. The MTh/LC LAS (see Appen-
dix) comprised 15 items, and was formatted for use with SurveyMon-
key software. Ethics approval for the research was given by the AGST 
Alliance Human Participants Ethics Panel. (I am the chair of the AGST 
Alliance Human Participants Ethics Panel, but I recused myself from the 
ethics approval process for this research project.) Submission of the 
survey was assumed to be the students’ consent to participate in this 
phase of the research.

The 14 graduates of the EBS MTh/LC were informed about the research 
in an email sent to them by the Academic Dean/Director of the MTh pro-
gram. The email included a survey participant information sheet (PIS) 
and a link to the online survey. Having the dean/director undertake this 
task raised the possibility of coercion and perhaps conflict of interest, 
but the ethics approval endorsed that contact with the graduates from 
EBS’s administration was the preferred approach, and the dean was the 
appropriate person to undertake that contact. (I note that the culture 
of the country is not one with a high power distance index (see Geert 
Hofstede’s 6-D Model of National Culture. https://hi.hofstede-insights.
com/national-culture). This factor also mitigated a sense of coercion 
by the graduates to participate because they received information from 
the MTh program dean.) The principal of EBS endorsed the value of the 
research.

Technically the survey was anonymous unless respondents chose to give 
their name – which they were invited to do if they were open to being 
interviewed further. However, with only 14 people in the research pop-
ulation (and only two women), all known to me, and their gender and 
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age requested, true anonymity was not possible. The respondents were 
alerted to this in the PIS. Confidentiality of the survey responses was 
assured, however, with only me having access to the submitted data. 
The students were also well aware that I, heavily involved in the MTh/LC 
administration and undertaking some of the teaching and supervision, 
was clearly not an impartial, independent researcher. 

Eight of the 14 graduates, all male, submitted a completed survey. One 
of the respondents was aged 30-39 years old, five were 40-49 years old, 
and two were more than 50 years old. 

Five survey respondents indicated that they were willing to be inter-
viewed, and I conducted online interviews (lasting about 30 minutes) 
with three of them for further detail about their responses. A separate 
PIS and consent form were used for the interviews.

The number of respondents was small. But I deemed there was still 
value in collating and analysing the responses for possible trends. 
However, care is needed in generalising the results: Further research on 
similar populations could extend the tentative conclusions and impli-
cations drawn from this project. (One avenue for further research could 
include whether there is correlation between the grade achievement of 
respondents vs non-respondents and their willingness to participate.) A 
full statistical analysis of the results was not undertaken, as the margin 
of error would be too high to be able to draw valid statistical results 
from the data at a reasonable level of confidence.

Most of the respondents answered the survey questions quite fully. I 
noted that three respondents checked virtually all the available options 
in their responses to Qs1 and 4-6. This could reflect a generalised view 
of the impact of the program for them – they appreciated everything that 
they were exposed to in the program. But their non-selective responses 
could also be a form of participant response bias, in which the students 
tended to affirm every aspect of the program because of their view of the 
focus of this research and the sorts of responses they perceived I, as the 
researcher, would appreciate receiving. 

One respondent was an outlier: The number of items checked by him 
was markedly fewer than by the other respondents, and he skipped Qs 
9 and 10. Two students appear to have collaborated: Both their surveys 
were completed at almost the same time, using the same IP address, 
with identical responses to Qs 1 and 4-6, and their additional comments 
to some of those questions were very similar in content. However, I have 
assumed (rightly or wrongly) the integrity of these two respondents 
rather than treating this as collusive.
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Results

Tables of the full collated and de-identified data from the LAS are avail-
able from the author by request. Throughout this article, written re-
sponses in the survey and verbatim quotations from the interviews have 
been lightly edited grammatically for better reader comprehension.

Identifying perspective transformation

The first question in this study asked, “To what extent was the EBS MTh/
LC transformative for the graduates, in the technical sense of Mezirow’s 
10 phase model of perspective transformation?” LAS Qs 1-3 are designed 
to gauge whether respondents reported elements of transformative 
learning during the program.

Q1 requested respondents to think about their educational experiences 
in the MTh/LC and indicate which (if any) of 12 statements applied to 
them in relation to those experiences. The statements were designed by 
King to reflect Mezirow’s ten phases of perspective transformation. Ex-
amples of the statements are: “Something happened that made me think 
about the way I usually act,” “Something happened that made me think 
about my ideas of social roles,” and “I thought about acting in a different 
way from my usual beliefs and roles.” (See the full list in the Appendix). 
Respondents checked any of the statements that applied to them.

Three respondents indicated that they had experienced all ten of Me-
zirow’s phases and four respondents indicated that 4-6 of the phases 
applied to them. All eight respondents indicated they had experienced 
a disorienting dilemma. Six reported they experienced something that 
made them think both about the way they usually act and about their 
ideas of social roles (such as being a ministry/mission practitioner). 

LAS Q2 asked respondents to indicate if they thought they experienced 
a time in the MTh/LC when they realised their values, beliefs, opinions 
or expectations had changed. All eight responded ‘Yes’. Free responses 
(Q3) gave respondents opportunity to describe briefly what happened at 
that time. Examples of their responses include: 

“The way to see the word of God and apply it in my life and my 
church changed from a narrow to a broader view.” In his interview, 
this student emphasised that “the program really opened my mind 
to see [the Bible] with the eyes of God.” 

 “This time transformed my ministerial thinking and practices in 
some way. It helped me to boost up my confidence… it shattered 
some dreams and self-esteem…”
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 “… This study has developed in me a habit and ability of critical 
thinking on contemporary issues [in my country] and teach and 
write about it to fulfil the contemporary needs of the Church .”

 “The MTh/LC learning experience give me a new way of thinking 
about my belief and my role in the community…. I started thinking 
critically on different matters…” Further probing in my interview 
with this student revealed significant disorientation during the pro-
gram: “During all my MTh I remained a confused person, I felt lack 
of confidence, and a lot of pain… but I have one thing in my mind: in 
this course God has a special plan for me – he wants to change me 
and work in my life – and so I am blessed by this training.” 

One participant entered the MTh/LC without a ministry role, and 
unclear about his sense of call. He identified that “the whole MTh 
course and LC activities were woven in a way that helped me to think 
upon my values, beliefs, opinions and expectations….” He expand-
ed on this further in the interview, indicating that his study experi-
ence was not radically de-constructive for him, but rather “the base 
of my doctrine was fine, but the courses helped to strengthen my 
perspectives, and helped me in my practical perspectives more.”

 “I realized a great responsibility as a leader to be an impact creator 
rather than just achieving activity-based targets.”

Together, these responses reflect significant transformative activity 
arising from participation in the program. Further, most of the respon-
dents identified their change of perspective occurring generally and 
incrementally as the program proceeded rather than at one specific time 
in the program. 

LAS free-response Q8 was designed “to verify that the perspective 
transformation was in fact related to the respondent’s educational expe-
rience” (King 2009, 15), and asked “what did your EBS MTh/LC partici-
pation have to do with the experience of change in your values, beliefs, 
opinions or expectations?” Participation in the MTh/LC appears to have 
enhanced changed understanding leading to changed ministry practice. 
Responses included:

“…Now I have got the ability of critically thinking on different life 
issues. Now I can help my people with more confidence…”

“MTh helped me to see all the teachings of the Bible through the 
lens of Biblical Theology. It changed my perspective of thinking.” 
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But it was more than just cognitive change for this student. Facing 
internal and external challenges in his ministry, in his interview he 
reported that the program “… motivated me to thrive in my ministry, 
and in my personal growth as well… it helped me to persevere in 
serving.”

“Before this MTh program, I had never undertaken deep concen-
trated thinking but it happened during the program. It made me to 
rethink life, and influenced by deep concentrated divine thoughts 
strengthens me to implement my learning.”

RQ1 asked “To what extent was the EBS MTh/LC transformative for 
the graduates, in the technical sense of Mezirow’s 10 phase model of 
perspective transformation?” My conclusion is that the program was 
a transformative experience for the graduates, as they experienced 
significant perspective transformation. Aspects of their lives and their 
ministry/mission practice were influenced significantly and positively 
in the program as a result of facing disorienting dilemmas, adopting a 
range of strategies to deal with the dilemmas, and recognising where 
new perspectives were being re-integrated into their lives.

Mezirow suggested that the ten stages need to be experienced sequen-
tially. LAS doesn’t allow for determining the extent to which this is so 
for respondents. What is apparent from the MTh/LC responses is that 
changes seldom arose from one specific, time-bounded event during the 
program (akin to an ‘a-ha!’ moment of insight and illumination). Rather, 
for most of the students, change of perspective occurred incrementally 
through the duration and various learning activities of the program. 

Facilitating transformative learning

The second research question asked “What elements of the EBS MTh/LC 
experience were considered transformative by the graduates?” LAS Qs 
4-7 are designed to identify dynamics in the educational process which 
contribute to participants’ perspective transformation, relating to the 
support received from others and program-specific activities. Support 
“is viewed as a learning activity because it is the process of providing 
emotional, psychological, physical or educational assistance to the 
learning by students or faculty when needed” (King 2009, 17). 

Specific learning activities of the MTh/ LC that respondents perceived 
to contribute to their perspective transformation were identified in Qs 
5 and 6. The listed learning activities span the main elements of wide-
ly-recognised productive adult learning: critical thinking skills, dis-
cussion with others, self-reflection and self-assessment, discovery of 
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and expressing one’s own voice, and skills development. They may be 
categorised into two complementary spheres of transformative impact: 
learning collaboratively with peers and faculty; and the range of specific 
learning activities which offer scope for both individual and group con-
tent and application processing. Six elements for perspective transfor-
mation may be drawn from the students’ responses.

1) Learning as collaborative: The value of student peers and faculty: The 
positive influence of faculty and student peers was indicated by all the 
respondents. The role of student peer support was endorsed by most 
respondents, and they clearly valued their interactions with the MTh/LC 
faculty, these interactions being both challenging and supportive. For 
example, one respondent wrote “[the facilitator of the Biblical Theol-
ogy module] helped me see how God works… and in the Mission of 
God module, [the facilitator] challenged me to read the Bible through a 
missional lens.” 

All respondents indicated that in-class group discussions and other 
collaborative activities contributed to the change of their perspective, 
including informal, more casual interactions. This reinforces both the 
role of their peers’ support in the learning process and the facilitating 
role of the faculty. 

In terms of faculty support and challenge, the comments and feedback 
faculty gave the students in assessment items were not specified op-
tions, but they are likely to be a factor in the students’ responses. It is 
also worth considering an extension of the role of faculty to include the 
transformative role of other “experts” who both support and challenge: 
These are the authors of literature with whom the students interact. 
These authors never meet the students in person, but can be highly 
influential (Mark Nichols 2022, personal communication).

2) Learning activities: The value of coursework reading and assign-
ments: A high rate of response was received for the role of coursework 
reading, research and assignments. As student comments above 
indicate, some of the students were challenged by MTh-level writing 
expectations, requiring critical thinking over the rote learning that dom-
inated their previous formal educational experiences. For example, one 
discovered “a broader view of writing – I had freedom to write in a way 
quite different to my earlier educational experiences.” He was very posi-
tive about his enhanced perspectives on how to approach the Bible and 
his thinking style; together, these have had a practical outcome: “I’m 
reading the Bible now for God’s point of view… it has given shape too to 
how I share God’s word…. Church members have commented to me that 
when I preach now, I teach much more clearly than before.”
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3) Learning activities: The value of personal reflection: The Leader-
ship Certificate predominantly used applied learning activities. The 
respondents’ consensus was that the LC self-reflection opportunities 
– journaling, the spiritual retreat and leadership reading and reflection 
– were especially appreciated. Of special note is the value given to the 
two spiritual retreats (three days and one day in length), a somewhat 
new experience for a number of the students, even though they are 
seasoned Christian leaders. The tone of one student’s comments is 
representative: “When we are involved in ministry we have a very short 
time [to reflect] because I am so busy in church, seminary and family…, 
but the retreat gave me proper time to spend with God, to reflect on the 
word of God and on life, and to think about our actions and our knowl-
edge, and where we stand.”

Qs 9 and 10 provided further information on the participants’ perception 
on the role of reflection in their lives. Six (of seven) respondents indicat-
ed they would “characterise yourself as one who usually thinks back over 
previous decisions or past behaviour” (Q9); and seven (of seven) respon-
dents responded that they “frequently reflected upon the meaning of 
your studies for yourself, personally” (Q10). The near unanimity of these 
responses is significant in the light of broader research findings that 
demonstrate that “critical reflection has a very important role in perspec-
tive transformation in the content of educational experience” (King 2009, 
19). (There is some ambiguity in the data that bears further enquiry, 
relating to the responses to Qs 9 and 10 to the Q1 statements that relate 
to the self-examination phase in perspective transformation (which only 
a minority of respondents ticked). Indeed, ambiguity is a wider issue in 
LAS, especially when used with small research populations.)

It is worth noting that reflection was not always presented in the pro-
gram as a totally distinct learning experience, nor was it just in the LC. 
MTh coursework assignments often intentionally incorporated a reflec-
tive component. It may be reasonably assumed that the students were 
continually reflecting on and evaluating their perspectives and practices 
even when it was not set as a distinct learning activity.

4) Learning activities: The value of explicit skills development: The more 
explicit skills-development elements in the LC were widely considered 
to be influential, e.g. the Sharpening Your Interpersonal Skills and adult 
learning/teaching skills workshops that each spanned several days. 
The highly interactive Sharpening Your Interpersonal Skills workshop 
is “designed to enhance the knowledge, attitudes and skills of Chris-
tian workers in how we relate to family, co-workers, friends as well as 
those from other cultures” (SYIS brochure). The objective of the adult 
learning/teaching skills workshop was to help the students “to grow in 
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awareness of, and ability to apply, adult learning principles and appro-
priate teaching skills in a variety of contexts” (Workshop Guidelines). 
The main post-workshop assignment was to teach two classes in each of 
two Christian growth contexts, demonstrating methods and skills from 
the workshop. These were practical events, encouraging the students to 
review, acquire and practise skills for more effective ministry/mission 
practice and leadership. 

5) Learning activities: The value of field experience: An unfortunate 
oversight in the adapted LAS was specific reference (especially in Qs 4 
and 5) to the two-week field trip to Jordan that the students took during 
the MTh/LC, embedded in one of the coursework modules. Feedback on 
this non-formal learning activity showed it was highly beneficial. In LAS, 
several respondents spontaneously referred to its value for their change 
of perspective:

“My experience [in Jordan] was to experience biblical truths physi-
cally. It was just like going through the biblical stories personally, as 
the Israelites did.” 

“Visiting biblical sites [in Jordan] was a wonderful experience that 
helped change my views and ideas.” 

“My understanding about the role of the state of Israel has totally 
been changed after visiting Jordan and seeing the other side of the 
coin too.”

The dynamics of the field experience for perspective transformation in 
the MTh/LC certainly warrants further consideration in further cycles of 
the program.

6) The place of external events on perspective transformation: So far, fo-
cus has been on the dynamics of the MTh/LC’s “internal” (program-spe-
cific) processes on perspective transformation in the students. LAS also 
enquired about significant concurrent life experiences “because such 
precipitous events may lead to transformational experiences. People are 
often encouraged to respond to new ways of thinking because of “trigger 
events” in their lives…. and some may interact with educational experi-
ence” (King 2009, 17). LAS Qs 7 and 12 related to such external events. 

Seven respondents reported at least one significant life experience 
during their participation in the program which influenced a change in 
their perspective. Five of them identified 2-4 such experiences, which 
ranged over family and ministry/mission events, as these examples 
show:



58

Insights Journal   December 2023

Personal security threats brought about by a family crisis, leading to 
an identity crisis.

Death of a senior colleague, leading to recognition of God’s prepa-
ration through the MTh/LC for taking on greater responsibility.

Severe health issues in a new-born child, and recognising God’s 
enabling to continue MTh/LC studies during this time. 

Marriage and the death of a parent, resulting in the need to adopt 
greater responsibility and influencing a rethink about life.

These sorts of issues are a reminder that the context of students’ life 
journeys cannot be ignored for effective learning. The extent to which 
perspective transformation from these experiences would have hap-
pened and the quality of the transformation are not measured by LAS. 
What can be noted is that life context is the crucible within which 
learners situate and process their more formal learning. Inevitably one’s 
study program can’t be “silo-ed”, isolated from life experiences. What 
is of greater significance is how the experiences are recognised and 
integrated into the study program. 

RQ2 asked “What elements of the EBS MTh/LC experience were consid-
ered transformative by the graduates?” The data has highlighted the 
value of collaborative learning with peers and faculty for both support 
and challenge, and of a range of learning activities which encourage 
holistic formation for more effective ministry/mission practice and 
leadership within the students’ churches and organisations. These 
factors need to be set in the context of students’ external-to-the-pro-
gram personal life dynamics for enhanced perspective transformation. 
The interplay of these elements will doubtless vary between students, 
and indeed it is possible that not all need to be present all the time for 
effective perspective transformation.

Implications

The thesis of this article is that potential for transformative learning in 
TE students is enhanced in settings that provide the students with op-
portunity to reflect on, process and change their perspectives, and that 
encourage them to adopt practices consistent with their perspectives, 
specifically for their ministry and mission roles. The analysis above has 
demonstrated the validity of this thesis for the EBS MTh/LC. I contend 
that insights from this study are more widely generalisable, hence my 
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third research question: “What implications from the findings in RQ1 
and RQ2 may be drawn on to enhance postgraduate programs in EBS 
and in Majority World theological education institutions?”

King has highlighted that LAS addresses “How can adult educators 
encourage learning related to perspective transformation?” (King 2009, 
18). While LAS doesn’t put sufficient emphasis on the spiritual dimen-
sion of transformative learning, from the findings of the present study 
a number of implications may be identified for Majority World TE pro-
grams. While the focus of this study is on post-graduate programs and 
the data are from a very small sample, the implications are likely to be 
generalisable across all levels of TE programs. Four implications may be 
highlighted in order to maximise transformative learning as education 
for “the whole person for the whole life” (ICETE 2022, 4).

1) Ensure that transformative learning is an intentional focus in TE curric-
ulum design.

In the EBS MTh/LC, students reported that they experienced perspective 
transformation in the activities of their classroom-based settings as 
well as other activities like retreats and field experiences. The survey re-
vealed this, and it was further validated by the coursework module feed-
back, with the students commonly agreeing that through participation 
in each module they reconsidered some of their viewpoints and added 
to their vocational effectiveness and to their personal faith journeys. 

Some of this transformative process may happen spontaneously, but 
enhancing in students an integrated theology that demonstrates a 
Christian integrated worldview is much more likely to happen (both 
in quantity and quality) when a TE institution’s educational processes 
give intentional and comprehensive attention to the principles and 
practices of transformative learning. For this, an appropriately-broad 
understanding of curriculum is essential by the leaders and faculty of 
TE institutions. Curriculum needs to be perceived to be much more than 
the subject matter of education: Good curriculum design ensures all the 
intentional learning experiences of the institution – classroom-based 
and beyond – are planned and used effectively for integrated, multi-fac-
eted transformative learning. (For more on curriculum design, see my 
book chapter “The role of academic leadership in designing transforma-
tive teaching and learning” (Harkness 2017).) Good curriculum design 
adopts a range of experiences that span the continuum of formal/
non-informal/informal modes of learning (Harkness 2017, 144).

Wise curriculum designers are also alert to the power of the hidden 
curriculum in reinforcing or working against effective learning: These 
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are the elements in the psycho-social and physical environment that 
influence what how students receive the explicit teaching positively or 
negatively (Harkness 2018, 62-63).

2) Help students develop an integrated, whole-of-life theological frame-
work. 

My research revealed that during the EBS MTh/LC program, most of the 
respondents had a significant life experience that changed their per-
spective. Effective transformative learning processes will intentionally 
encourage students to recognise their life contexts and will provide a 
framework to help them integrate their studies with whatever is transpir-
ing in their lives, personally and in their ministry/mission and communi-
ty settings. 

We cannot assume that TE students – even at the graduate level – can 
intuitively undertake this integrative and holistic activity. Rather, they 
are likely to benefit from a facilitated process to help them recognise 
that God is present in all of life, and that all the challenges they face are 
opportunities for theological reflection that is likely to inform the other 
aspects of their lives. While this was happening to some degree through 
the EBS MTh coursework modules, the final coursework module Word, 
World and Witness: Doing Integrative Theology was designed explicitly 
to help the students to integrate theology (Word), to understand their 
context (World), and to make informed responses (Witness). This module 
spanned late 2020-early 2021, so the obvious contemporary issue 
chosen was faithful Christian responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
positive student evaluations of this module were consistent with the 
data on perspective transformation in my research.

As evidenced through the EBS MTh/LC and the Word, World, and Witness 
module, facilitated learning processes that help to develop an integrat-
ed, whole-of-life theological framework to better ensure transformative 
learning include these elements: 

1.	 Ensuring that the students “get God on the agenda” in the 
various events impinging on them, including what they might 
consider to be the “un-spiritual” parts of their lives.

2.	 Creating a hospitable, non-coercive environment that allows 
them the space – cognitive, social, emotional, and spiritual – 
to explore issues and their responses to them with personal 
integrity. (See Soh (2016) on hospitality in TE.)

3.	 Helping them acquire sufficient information of the right sort 
to be able to make informed responses to issues, especially to 
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counteract rampant misinformation and the false ideas they 
have picked up, not least from the internet.

4.	 Providing them with the skills to make sense of what is 
happening to them within a holistic theological framework.

5.	 Ensuring that their proposed and actual responses are 
contextually relevant.

Learning activity that is integrated and holistic is consistent with
andragogical principles (the dynamics of effective learning in adults –
see Knowles 1980), especially readiness to learn, learning from exper-
ience, and immediacy of application. Along the way, debriefing with
students on why particular strategies are being used in the teaching
learning process will help them develop their skill of “learning how to
learn” (meta-learning), providing them with a scaffold for a disposition
for whole-of-life, life-long learning. 

3) Plan for complementary individual and collaborative learning experi-
ences.

The data in this study points to the role of both individual and collabor-
ative elements for transformative learning. The EBS MTh/LC studen-
treported how both their coursework and their interactions with peers 
and faculty encouraged and challenged them. At face value these might 
be seen to be distinct aspects, but in reality coursework and interac-
tions have a complex interrelationship. 

“Ecological factors” that contribute to effective learning are related to 
students’ culture (whether it tends towards individualism or towards 
being communitarian), prior education, personalities, and preferred 
learning styles (Harkness 2018, 71-76), and all of these contribute to the 
dynamics of a person’s individual and collaborative learning processes. 
It’s not possible to quantify precisely how much each of these factors 
contributes to transformative learning. But informed educational leaders 
seek to ensure that all these factors are intentionally applied in the 
transformative learning process – and especially a range of individual 
and collaborative experiences. In doing this, a key Christian value is 
reflected:

        In its essence, Christian growth and ministry is a collaborative, 
co-oerative affair…  “Co-labouring” for Christian formation and 
transformation is primarily with God, mediated through the Holy 
Spirit; and then in relationship with others. Such interpersonal mu-
tuality, expressed in committed responsibility and accountability… 
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is encapsulated in koinōnia, with its connotation of deeply support-
ive relationships, which leads to completeness and wholeness both 
of individuals and of the corporate communities of which they are 
part. (Harkness 2008, 197) 

A balance of individual and collaborative learning opportunities can 
permeate all aspects of TE educational processes, in both formal and 
non-formal modes (see above). In the EBS MTh, for example, this was 
reflected in the blend of learning activities and assignments in the 
integrative coursework module described above. In saying this, I do 
not negate the importance of frequent individual critical thinking and 
self-reflection. Rather, these individual activities are ideally set in an 
intentional community of learning embedded in the DNA of the culture 
of the seminary. (See Harkness (2017) on how a collaborative culture 
for transformative learning may be expressed in seminaries; Deininger 
(2017) on developing a learning community in TE; and the literature on 
communities of practice.)

Of special contemporary interest on this point is appropriate informa-
tion and communication technologies (ICT) for instructional design in 
Majority World seminaries. The COVID-19 era has led to accelerated 
adoption of new approaches. A challenge facing seminaries is how col-
laborative learning may be done online. Significant (and collaborative!) 
processing of this is taking place in Majority World TE; as an example, 
see the topic of the September 2022 Asia Theological Association 
Triennial Assembly, The Digital Turn in TE: Its Impact, Challenges and 
Opportunities.

4) Equip faculty members to facilitate transformative learning.

The present survey results demonstrate that faculty members played a 
particularly crucial role in transformative learning, as students rec-
ognised their support. This finding is reinforced by students’ feedback 
on modules, with wide affirmation of their teachers for both academic 
and pastoral competence: their subject knowledge, variety of teaching 
methods, approachability, sensitivity to and respect of the students, 
and fostering collaborative learning environments. In any TE institution, 
investment in building competent faculty members who are able to draw 
similar positive comments is likely to be well-rewarded in the quality of 
graduates.

Faculty members in the EBS MTh/LC may not be able to explicitly articu-
late Mezirow’s model, but they demonstrated the phases of it when they 
applied strategies to encourage and up-skill students which resulted in 
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reported perspective transformation. This is seen, for example, when 
they helped students to recognise and name potential disorienting 
dilemmas (Phase 1), to understand and assess the assumptions un-
derlying their present perspective on an issue or dilemma (Phase 3), 
to explore options for new roles, relationships and courses of action 
(Phase 5), to plan (Phases 6 and 7), and to try out a new course of action 
(Phase 8). 

For the international, well-seasoned faculty members co-opted into the 
EBS MTh/LC, the ability to do this arises from years of TE experience, as 
they have used the opportunities and challenges along the way to hone 
up their competence as informed and competent TE practitioners. Newer 
faculty members are unlikely intuitively to possess such the range of 
academic, pastoral, and technical skills necessary to be effective facili-
tators of transformative learning. Most likely they will tend to “teach as 
they have been taught” or to imitate what they observe their colleagues 
doing. These are unlikely to be productive strategies for them to become 
more fully-functioning, effective mediators of transformative learning.

A much more effective strategy will be consistent and continuous 
institutional commitment to, and practice of, faculty development. 
When this is undertaken, the competences faculty members do have are 
affirmed, while their underdeveloped skills are addressed. This institu-
tional commitment will help to overcome the tension many (if not most) 
faculty members struggle with: They recognise the need for vocational 
development but don’t (or can’t) give it priority. Institutional encourage-
ment and initiation of opportunities for its faculty members to explore 
the rationale for “why we are doing what we are doing” and to enhance 
their faculty effectiveness is likely to address this tension positively. 
(For the domains that competent TE faculty members will benefit from 
developing, see “Faculty Enrichment for Impact: A Schema for Holistic 
Faculty Development” (Harkness (2022). The article also refers to AGST 
Alliance’s Faculty Enrichment Initiative (https://agstalliance.org/fei), 
which partners with faculty members of Asian TE institutions for their 
vocational development.)

Conclusion

The thesis of this article is that the potential for transformative learning 
in TE students is enhanced in settings that provide the students with op-
portunity to reflect on, process, and change their perspectives, and that 
encourage them to adopt practices consistent with their perspectives, 
specifically for their ministry and mission roles.
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The EBS MTh/LC case study of the present research has provided evi-
dence that students in that program experienced perspective transfor-
mation during the program. Key elements of the MTh/LC that enhanced 
the transformative learning process included a blend of individual and 
collaborative learning activities, both formal and non-formal. These 
program-based activities could not be separated from the students’ life 
experiences.

This research was undertaken in only one institution and with a small 
number of respondents. However, the tentative trends from the data 
suggest generalisable findings; further research is warranted, with a 
broader geographical spread and larger research populations.

What can be affirmed even now is that transformative learning is es-
sential for theological education that effectively serves the Church in 
its partnership with God in fulfilling his redemptive plans. Perspective 
transformation is a key element of transformative learning, as TE stu-
dents understand and process their experiences, leading to new ways of 
thinking, relating, and acting. Adopting the mindset and dynamics for 
transformative learning will be well worth the effort by Majority World TE 
institutions, as they seek to “live in such a way that [they] are a credit to 
the Message of Christ” (Phil. 1:27. The Message). 
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Appendix: 
EBS MTh/Leadership Certificate Learning Activities Survey

This survey helps us to learn about the experiences of adult learners. 
Important things happen when adults learn new things. With your help 
can we learn more about this in the context of the recent EBS MTh/Lead-
ership Certificate programs (MTh/LC).

The survey will take about 15-20 minutes to complete, and your re-
sponses will be anonymous (or kept confidential if you indicate your 
willingness for a follow-up interview). You are free to skip any questions 
without answering them. You may also withdraw from participation by 
not submitting your survey. 

Thank you for being part of this project; your cooperation is greatly 
appreciated. 

1.	 Think about your educational experiences in the EBS MTh/LC. Check 
in the box any statements that may apply. 

	□ Something happened that made me think about the way I 
usually act. 

	□ Something happened that made me think about my ideas 
of social roles. (Examples of social roles include the role of 
a ministry/mission practitioner; or how a mother/ father, 
husband/wife or adult child should act). 

	□ As I thought about these things, I realised I did not agree 
with my previous beliefs or role expectations any more. 

	□ Or instead, as I questioned my ideas, I realised I still agreed 
with my beliefs or role expectations. 

	□ I realised that other people also think about their beliefs. 
	□ I thought about acting in a different way from my usual be-

liefs and roles. 
	□ I felt uncomfortable with traditional social expectations. 
	□ I tried out new roles so that I would become more comfort-

able or confident in them. 
	□ I tried to think of a way to adopt these new ways of acting. 
	□ I gathered the information I needed to adopt these new 

ways of acting. 
	□ I began to think about the reactions and feedback from my 

new behaviour. 
	□ I took action and adopted these new ways of acting. 
	□ I do not identify with any of the statements above. 



69

Vol. 9  No. 1
InSights Journal

2.	 When you were in the EBS MTh/LC, do you think you experienced a 
time when you realised that your values, beliefs, opinions or expec-
tations had changed? 

	□ Yes. Please go to Q3 and continue the survey. 
	□ No. Please go to Q9 and continue the survey. 

3.	 [Complete this question only if you answered’ Yes’ in Q2.] In Q2, you 
indicated that you think you experienced a time in the EBS MTh/LC 
when you realised that your values, beliefs, opinions or expecta-
tions had changed. Briefly describe what happened.

4.	 For Qs 4-7, think which of the following influenced this change in 
your values, beliefs, opinions and expectations. (Check all that ap-
ply.)

Did a person influence the change in your values, beliefs, opinions 
or expectations? Yes/No. If ‘Yes’, please check all that apply; If ‘No’, 
go to the next question.

	□ Your MTh/LC classmates’ support
	□ A challenge from a MTh module facilitator/supervisor
	□ A challenge from a LC mentor/facilitator 
	□ A MTh module facilitator/supervisor’s support
	□ A LC mentor/facilitator’s support
	□ Another ministry/mission practitioner’s support
	□ Other (please specify): 

5.	 Did a MTh assignment task influence the change in your values, 
beliefs, opinions or expectations? Yes/No. If ‘Yes’, please check all 
that apply, If ‘No’, go to the next question.

	□ Class/group discussions during a module
	□ Class/group activities/exercises during a module
	□ Module readings
	□ A module essay/paper
	□ Major paper/thesis research
	□ Deep, concentrated thought
	□ Informal interactions during a module (e.g. at mealtimes, 

during breaks)
	□ Personal reflection
	□ Other (please specify): 
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6.	 Did a EBS LC learning activity influence the change in your values, 
beliefs, opinions or expectations? Yes/No. If ‘Yes’, please check all 
that apply, If ‘No’, go to the next question.

	□ Self-reflection journaling
	□ Spiritual retreat
	□ SYIS (Sharpening Your Interpersonal Skills) workshop 
	□ Leadership reading and reflection
	□ Writing a social issue article
	□ Being mentored
	□ Being a mentor to someone else
	□ Adult learning/teaching skills workshop
	□ Teaching practice with another group
	□ Other (please specify): 

7.	 Did a significant change in your life outside of the EBS MTh/LC influ-
ence the change in your values, beliefs, opinions or expectations? 
Yes/No 

(A significant change in your life is any event or circumstance occur-
ring during your educational experience with the EBS MTh/LC that 
caused you to reconsider your priorities or relationships. Examples 
might be a change of ministry/mission organisation or role, moving 
house, death of a loved one, persecution, children and family, etc.). 

	□ If ‘Yes’, please specify: 
	□ If ‘No’, go to the next question.

 
8.	 What did your EBS MTh/LC participation have to do with the experi-

ence of change in your values, beliefs, opinions or expectations?

9.	 [If you checked ‘No’ in Q2, recommence the survey with this ques-
tion. If you have answered Q8, continue the survey with this ques-
tion.]

Would you characterise yourself as one who usually thinks back 
over previous decisions or past behaviour? 

	□ Yes. 
	□ No.

10.	 Would you say that you frequently reflected upon the meaning of 
your studies for yourself, personally? 

	□ Yes. 
	□ No.
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11.	 Which of the following have been part of your experience in the EBS 
MTh/LC? (Please check all that apply). 

	□ Your MTh/LC classmates’ support
	□ A challenge from a MTh module facilitator/supervisor
	□ A challenge from a LC mentor/facilitator 
	□ A MTh module facilitator/supervisor’s support
	□ A LC mentor/facilitator’s support
	□ Another ministry/mission practitioner’s support
	□ Class/group discussions during a module
	□ Class/group activities/exercises during a module
	□ Module readings
	□ A module essay/paper
	□ Major paper/thesis research
	□ Deep, concentrated thought
	□ Informal interactions during a module (e.g. at mealtimes, 

during breaks)
	□ Personal reflection
	□ Self-reflection journaling
	□ Spiritual retreat
	□ SYIS (Sharpening Your Interpersonal Skills) workshop 
	□ Leadership reading and reflection
	□ Writing a social issue article
	□ Being mentored
	□ Being a mentor to someone else
	□ Adult learning/teaching skills workshop
	□ Teaching practice with another group
	□ Other: 

12.	 Which of the following occurred while you in the EBS MTh/LC? 
(Check all that apply)

	□ Change of ministry/mission role
	□ Loss of ministry/mission role 
	□ Marriage
	□ Birth/adoption of a child
	□ Moving house 
	□ Death of a loved one
	□ Persecution
	□ A significant ministry/mission experience
	□ Other (please specify)

13.	 What is your gender?
	□ Female. 
	□ Male
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14.	 What is your age?
	□ 29 years old or younger
	□ 30-39 years old
	□ 40-49 years old
	□ Over 50 years old

15.	 Earlier in Q2 you were asked ‘When you were in the EBS MTh/LC, do 
you think you experienced a time when you realised that your val-
ues, beliefs, opinions or expectations had changed?’ 
If you answered ‘Yes’ to Q2, would you be willing to talk further 
about your experiences? If you are willing to participate in a fol-
low-up interview of up to 30 minutes, please include your name 
here.

Thank you for your participation.
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Book Review: Jennings, Willie James. After 
Whiteness: An Education in Belonging. 
Theological Education Between the Times. 
Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2020.  
Karishma Paul                

From his long years in theology, Willie James Jennings has produced an 
insightful book, After Whiteness: An Education in Belonging. Jennings 
speaks honestly about how he has been affected by theological struc-
tures governed by White colonial thought. His strong sense of historical 
consciousness leads to his main critique of Western theological educa-
tion.

Jennings brings to our attention the injustice caused to people of Black 
origin in the U.S. and especially in Western theological educational 
environments. Jennings challenges the universally assumed role model 
of the “self-sufficient” White man. In five chapters, the author states his 
own and other non-whites’ experiences in the White theological world.

The Fragments

In the first chapter, Jennings begins with fragments, the basic compo-
nent of a theological student. In his words, fragments are the “things 
that constitute the ground of educational work” (34). The fragment that 
should form a person is faith in the word of God, but impositions of 
colonial power reduce the human being to commodities. Thus, colonial 
and commodity fragments distort the human being, who should instead 
be formed by faith in the Scriptures. 

Jennings argues that theological education should move away from the 
expected persona of the “self-sufficient young man” to consider the 
fragments that form each person. He says that, in the aim of achieving 
the most self-sufficient person, theological educators lose out on work-
ing together because we are guided by past narratives of colonial power. 
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The aim of theological education is lost if the only goal is to produce 
self-sufficient men, not people who are willing to work and learn to-
gether. Rather than pursuing such a colonialist, individualistic agenda, 
theological educators and students should learn together in love. 

Toxic Attention

The second chapter addresses the design that works with the frag-
ments. At this point, Jennings clarifies that he is not referring to the 
design of theological curricula but another design that superintends all 
designs (51): individual “attention,” “affection,” and “resistance.” Each 
of these elements is essential for the formation of a theological student; 
however, Jennings shows that colonialism corrupts these elements. 

For Jennings, “attention” is the ability to notice the nitty-gritty of things 
and to develop the skill of finding gaps via critical thinking. Jennings 
argues that “European colonial settlers” have demanded attention in 
such a manner that they have “raped” theological education (53). In the 
“rigorous, scholarly” perspectives of Western academics, White men 
dictate attention. There is nothing wrong with aiming one’s attention in 
a certain direction. But the fall out of Eurocentric attention is that theo-
logical seekers do not find their true selves but become lost in the White 
man’s world. This toxic, single-minded attention destroys the design of 
theological education. 

Jennings struggles with the sense of superiority in this toxic form of at-
tention. He claims that White men have authorized themselves over the 
very institutions that should serve the churches of Christ. At some point 
in Church history, the Church fell from its posture of worship to God and 
service to others so that the eye of the colonial designer now penetrates 
the corridors of theological education and of the Church. Students grad-
uating from these colonial-dictated theological institutions enter the 
Church and enact the same colonialism among the laity. 

Interlinked with attention is affection, one’s cultural predilections. 
Affection is how one leans in one’s thoughts and even in one’s physical 
mannerisms. Jennings narrates how he lost the trust of his students 
when he betrayed them by compromising with colonial power. He con-
fesses, “As white colonial settlers built their worlds, they pulled native 
peoples into their world of aesthetic evaluation,” a process to which he 
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succumbed (62). He goes on to say that “White education is designed 
within a forced affection, shaped to take all of us on a journey of cultural 
addition—add to the great European masters other thinkers who are 
not white or male but who approximate them” (63). The affection of the 
White colonial man so enveloped non-whites that they embraced it and 
embodied those alien qualities, dismissing their native strengths. 

The third aspect of design is resistance, particularly intellectual resis-
tance. The significance of resistance in theological perspectives cannot 
be emphasized too much. Jennings writes, “Theological education is 
also about resistance. It is the seed from which may grow beautiful 
habitation or from which may grow mind-bending captivity” (69-70). As 
beautiful as theological education can be for a person’s spiritual and 
intellectual growth, if one cannot discern between weeds and good fruit, 
then all of theological education will be vain. So Jennings warns that 
theological students must resist the devil by knowing him well. 

Then, Jennings writes that effective educational designs should ideally 
form around healthy spaces – “Jesus space” or a space that cultivates 
a sense of service at all times. However, Whites have not shown an 
attitude of service but have abused the act of service to establish their 
authority. At this stage, Jennings takes us to his historical conscious-
ness of his origins. He says that Western education, like the plantation, 
has a White master and an African slave. Although at first the slave may 
seem to be honoured as his master allows him to preach, the enslaved 
preacher only performs at the dictum of his White master, with a vague 
hope of freedom in an undefined future (73).  

Similarly, Western theological education only gives its students an edu-
cation on the White man’s terms. Jennings concludes, “The church and 
the academy, theological or otherwise, have been bound to the same 
whiteness since the advent of colonialism” (78). He notes that too often, 
in post-colonial nations, historians highlight the glories of the colonial 
power and its service to the conquered peoples; however, the narratives 
of the conquered peoples are hardly ever heard. I see this fact in India, 
my own context. Although we are grateful for the many theological edu-
cational institutions founded by Westerners, we know that they looked 
down on us with pity. To them, we needed to be “civilized,” which meant 
living according to their manners and leaving behind our “barbarian” 
lifestyle. They did not observe the rich Indian cultural heritage displayed 
in our myths and architecture.  
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Eschatological Hope

In the penultimate chapter, Jennings takes the reader through the mo-
tions of theological education. These are spiralling, unending motions: 
“hope and desire, longing and fear” (97). He uses three categories to 
explain these motions: “assimilation,” “inwardness,” and “revolution” 
(98). He says that Western theological education has completely distort-
ed this lovely ecosystem.

For Jennings, assimilation means “to be placed inside someone else’s 
way of life and to follow in that way” (98). For Jennings, assimilation can 
be positive, although he has experienced a negative side to it as well. 
Specifically, in theological education, assimilation can take place in two 
forms within the same building: master formation and slave emanci-
pation. The master wants the slave to be formed in his likeness, while 
the slave wants to be freed from the master (98, 99). Obviously, these 
contrary desires create toxic tension. 

Even in the second aspect of inwardness, or quiet introversion and intro-
spection, Jennings sees a tendency to be poisoned by a self-sufficiency 
that can creep into our thinking (104-5). This tendency echoes his initial 
analysis of the ideal “self-sufficient young man” posited by Western 
theological education, the colonialist figure who obscures the true frag-
ments that compose each human’s individuality. 

Jennings hopes that revolution will somehow come to theological ed-
ucation (112-3). He offers an idealized picture of theological education 
built on the fragments of Scripture in a space where Jesus Christ teach-
es us to serve one another in an ethos of love. To share this hope, he 
describes how, during the communion of the Lord’s Table, the disciples 
came together to remember Jesus’s death and resurrection. Similarly, 
despite the crumbling and spiralling motions of theological academia, 
he calls his readers to assimilate, contemplate, and thereby revolution-
ize Christian thinking and practice so that future generations may see 
God’s work in the cultural mores of Africa or Asia. 

To unfold this vision further, in his final chapter, Jennings discusses 
“eros,” the force that will unify theological education (122). Just as Jesus 
came to gather the crowds, so theological education should gather 
people. Jennings does note that it was the crowd that mocked and killed 
Jesus, and from that fact, he cautions that theological education should 
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be careful to counteract conflict with gathering. The communion of 
bread and wine that goes beyond friendship embodies the possibility of 
forgiveness and reconciliation (131-2). 

Overall, Jennings speaks not from a hatred of Western theological 
education but from a deep sorrow for his people. Like Paul in Romans 9, 
he groans for the loss of his people as he watches the tears of confused 
students who must struggle to decide between Whiteness and their own 
cultural heritages. He grieves for his own personal cultural heritage, 
which he feels has been stolen and abused. To those of us in colonized 
contexts, his writing is an invitation to think indigenously and use cul-
turally embedded tools for theological education. In all this, who is the 
self-sufficient man or woman? Where is God in the formation of an Asian 
woman or an African man?

This book will stir thinking in readers from various careers, not only 
theological education. Many of us from colonized contexts experience 
the dichotomy between Whiteness and our own cultural patterns; we 
still face neglect and unrecognition in our own countries. This book in-
vites us to consider carefully how these experiences shape our choices. 
What are the limitations of theological institutions in the Global South 
that were founded primarily by White men? Are we in the Global South 
still carried away by a model of self-sufficient Whiteness? Or are we 
aware of our fragments and working toward building spaces where we 
can belong together? How might we recognize God at work in global 
theological formation, despite the wounds created by colonialism?
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Abstract 

The Bible College of Malaysia (BCM) has existed for 63 years since its 
establishment as a Pentecostal Bible school. AG USA missionaries 
founded BCM to train local pastors, church planters, and evangelists, 
but the school’s mission has expanded in recent decades to train lay 
leaders and Christian professionals for various vocations. Programs and 
courses have also expanded to meet the needs of churches and society. 
In light of these changes, having the Scholar Leaders Vital Sustainability 
Initiative consultants help BCM build a strategic plan for the next five 
years has been valuable as the college forges ahead into the future. 

Introduction 

The Bible College of Malaysia (BCM) is the national Bible school of the 
Assemblies of God Malaysia (AGM). Assemblies of God USA (AG USA) 
missionaries first came to Malaya, as the Peninsula that is now part of 
Malaysia was then known, in the early 1930s. They led the Pentecostal 
movement in the early decades, during which they recognized the need 
to train local workers. Revd Delmer and Eleanor Guynes, missionaries 
to Malaya from 1952 to 1964 and the first General Superintendent of the 
Assemblies of God of Malaya and Singapore, founded the Bible Institute 
of Malaya (BIM), now the Bible College of Malaysia, at 99, Jalan Gas-
ing, Petaling Jaya, on 3 January 1960. Revd Howard C. Osgood became 
the first principal and served with his wife, Edith, alongside other AG 
missionaries. (The change of name to the Bible College of Malaysia took 
place in 1982 with the introduction of the Bachelor of Theology pro-
gramme.)

BIM started with a three-year diploma program and an enrolment of 12 
youths from Malaya and Singapore. The first graduating class in 1962 
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had seven graduates. At that time, there were six faculty members 
and around 19 students. Many youths enrolled over the years. Many of 
the AG missionaries were church planters and educators in the Bible 
schools. In fact, the founding of BCM was a significant contributing 
factor to the expansion of the Pentecostal movement in Malaysia. BCM 
is the AGM’s own Pentecostal Bible college; today, it still trains locally 
credentialed ministers of a pioneering spirit who are engaged in local 
missions, church planting, and church ministry. 

To date, BCM offers a wide range of programs from certificate to master 
level and has three language departments, namely English, Chinese, 
and Bahasa Malaysia. BCM also offers a Doctor of Ministry under the 
Asia Graduate School of Theology (AGST) Alliance. BCM has produced 
over 1,250 graduates in its six decades. Presently, the BCM president is 
Revd Dr. Victor Lee Tat Yan; there are 10 full-time faculty members. 

In this twenty-first century, BCM has enrolled more laity, so BCM has 
been designing and offering new programs and courses to equip lay 
leaders, particularly counselling and leadership, which are needed in 
churches and the marketplace. BCM now has over 700 students; most of 
them are part-time. 

After six decades, and especially because of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many aspects of BCM’s context have changed. In light of these changes, 
BCM needs to examine its mission, vision, situation, financial sustain-
ability, and plans. This essay discusses the significance of the Scholar 
Leaders Vital Sustainability Initiative meetings as they assisted BCM 
with its strategic planning. The VSI exercise offered the BCM commu-
nity an opportunity to reflect and strategize together. The process was 
crucial for BCM as we revise curricula and other institutional aspects 
to equip students for the current issues in Malaysian culture today, to 
address intergenerational gaps in church leadership, and to facilitate 
the integration of faith in society. As we considered these matters, the 
VSI consultation challenged us in positive ways.

Forging Ahead with the Vital Sustainability Initiative

Given BCM’s recognition of its long history and new contextual challeng-
es, BCM saw the engagement of the Scholar Leaders Vital Sustainability 
Initiative (VSI) as quite timely. BCM had the privilege of engaging a 
VSI team led by Dr. Emmanuel Bellon. Other VSI consultants with BCM 
included Dr. Linzay Rinquest, Dr. Joshua Lorin, and Dr. David Tarus. To 
open the consultation, the VSI team met with BCM’s President, Victor 
Lee, via Zoom. Then BCM conducted data-gathering based on instruc-
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tions from the VSI team. Next, the VSI team met onsite with BCM leaders 
on September 21-23, 2022. 

The VSI consultants provided a list of eight focus areas that are vital for 
the sustainability of theological institutions:

1.	 Mission (students, vocation, programs, prophetic voices)
2.	 Faculty Development
3.	 Pedagogy, Distance, and Technology-Enabled Learning
4.	 Library
5.	 Advancement & Partnerships (alumni, donors)
6.	 Physical Facilities
7.	 Finance
8.	 Leadership
 
They asked BCM to gather data in these areas that then provided the 
foundation for our in-person conversations. During their days at BCM, 
the VSI consultants met with the president, leaders, faculty, staff, board, 
and selected alumni and church leaders to study, evaluate, and reflect 
on the state of the college. After this time of research, BCM identified 
eight strategic initiatives that represent new ideas:

1.	 Renovating campus facilities to create a third financial revenue  
       	 stream.
2.	 Involving alumni in the ministry and character formation of part- 
	 time students.
3.	 Building broad networks of donors to enhance BCM’s financial  
	 sustainability.
4.	 Aspiring to be a game changer by offering relevant courses that  
	 cater to the needs of local churches of the current generations.
5.	 Encouraging lecturers to engage in public issues through their  
	 writings.
6.	 Forming Christian professionals and entrepreneurs to live out  
	 Christian values effectively in the marketplace.
7.	 Developing a robust online platform that includes a library  
	 system and Learning Management System (LMS) to meet the  
	 needs of online education.
8.	 Establishing a counselling support system to help local church 
	 es.

The second VSI consultation was on March 8-10, 2023. Dr. Linzay Rin-
quest, Dr. Joshua Lorin, and Dr. Bennet Arren Lawrence, representing 
the Asia Theological Association, attended in person. Dr. Emmanuel 
Bellon joined sessions via Zoom. Intensive meetings were held with the 
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BCM president, leaders, alumni, faculty, staff, and board members to 
streamline the most crucial strategic initiatives, which included:

1.	 Mission clarification and prophetic voice 
2.	 Faculty development and prophetic voice
3.	 Online learning, LMS, and library
4.	 Financial sustainability and fundraising
5.	 Alumni
6.	 Financial integration 

Mission Clarification and Prophetic Voice 

The first topic of discussion was mission clarification and prophetic 
voice, which guides the strategic initiatives. BCM’s mission is to form 
pastors, counsellors, and Christian professionals to effectively lead the 
church to perform Christian education and to address local crises in the 
church and society. Sample foci for this mission at this point in BCM’s 
history include mental health and integration of faith in the market-
place.

Forming Counsellors

Forming counsellors is vital to assist local congregations in providing 
mental health care. Lay people express needs having to do with depres-
sion, anxiety, stress, burnout, and gender identity. Local churches seem 
to struggle with how to deal with these issues. 

Thus, BCM is considering various ways of helping leaders and churches 
to start addressing these topics. It might create a counselling depart-
ment that can raise awareness and provide training. It might enhance 
current course content on topics such as depression and burnout to 
equip students to help others with these issues. Ethics courses might be 
adapted to touch on life principles, worldview, and identity. BCM might 
even establish a campus-based support system to aid students them-
selves who might be facing these challenges. 

Already, BCM has done a few seminars on counselling. In the future, 
additional projects might include awareness campaigns, short courses, 
or a month of activities about wellness. 

Forming Christian Professionals 

Following from the topic noted immediately above, we noted that society 
needs professionals who can enact faithful values in their vocations. 
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During our conversations, we redefined the initial term “business entre-
preneurs” as “Christian professionals” to include all vocations. 

Formulating Strategic Initiatives and Objectives

BCM is a denominational school that also seeks to address society. The 
VSI consultants encouraged BCM to keep bringing fruitful change to 
the denomination and society alike. BCM has a strategic role to play in 
the expansion of the Church in Malaysia because BCM can train young 
entrepreneurs and professionals who can then sustain themselves in 
ministry. In addition, BCM can help churches understand the breadth 
of opportunities open to them in their communities. Finally, BCM can 
disseminate new knowledge through books, journals, and theological 
consultations. 

As we learned from the VSI consultants, in order to capitalize on its 
strengths, BCM could deploy a theme that different areas of the insti-
tution could then emphasize. VSI helped BCM to think about how to 
choose and incorporate such a theme. For example, BCM might incor-
porate its desire for radical new engagements between the Church and 
society by updating its current opportunities in chapel, coaching, and 
courses. BCM might revise curricula and meta-curricula to equip stu-
dents to address intergenerational gaps and the integration of faith in 
society. 

In addition, the VSI team suggested that BCM could continue to 
strengthen its faculty as pastor-scholars. The VSI consultants offered 
various avenues for this aspect of missional impact. Suggested possi-
bilities include continuing to enable the faculty to research, write, and 
publish on topics that address current issues in Malaysian society; 
developing a framework to bring together key stakeholders to address 
the abovementioned issues – for example, through open forums or 
dialogues for solutions with students and graduates; and guiding young 
ministers to plant churches. BCM will select options to incorporate into 
its strategic plan that make the most sense for its situation.

Even before VSI came to BCM, BCM’s faculty recognized how essential 
they are to the college’s mission. Yet, as a community, we hope to keep 
strengthening this overall sense of purpose, specifically by enhancing 
our faculty’s visibility within local churches. For example, faculty may 
consider helping churches to teach on some of these social and ecclesi-
al questions. As the VSI process emphasized the faculty’s importance, 
we were helped to deliberate even more robustly on the faculty as a 
second strategic initiative.
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Faculty Development & Prophetic Voice

Faculty are BCM’s primary resource. As pastor-scholars, they implement 
the mission of the college. However, younger faculty are not easy to get. 
Tentatively, BCM’s team believes that it needs to recruit approximately 
four more lecturers, to make a total full-time team of twelve, in the near 
future. One aspect of the challenge here is that some younger graduates 
prefer to be pastors because of a perception that pastors earn more than 
lecturers; we know that many other factors are at play as well. In addi-
tion, senior pastors have different sets of priorities when it comes to 
training younger ministers; some may give different weight to academic 
aspects of training when advising young students about potential career 
paths. Within this context, BCM’s community has struggled to develop 
new faculty. 

The VSI consultants advised that identifying the right people to be 
future faculty is key and that BCM might establish a recruitment team to 
help in this area. 

In addition, BCM might brainstorm about developing an internal culture 
of theological reflection. To that end, the VSI team mentioned a variety 
of possibilities that BCM might consider, possibilities developed from 
the VSI team’s experience in other global contexts. First, to address 
similar issues, other institutions in other regions have revised their pol-
icies on working conditions to include an expectation for faculty to write 
an article per year. Second, BCM might explore how to facilitate faculty 
placing articles with journals for publication, writing monographs, and 
writing popular books. A third possibility would be considering how Fac-
ulty Enrichment Initiatives (FEI), coaching, and online training might be 
useful for faculty. Fourth, BCM has already launched the inaugural Pen-
tecostal Conference in 2023, organized and hosted by the new Malaysia 
Pentecostal Research Center. From next year, the college will start a 
colloquium during which faculty will present their research. This Confer-
ence and Center might open new doors for development. It will take five 
to seven years to plan and then establish this new faculty culture.

Simultaneously, BCM needs to pursue new donors to support this 
research culture and to increase the funding of the Faculty Development 
Plan for training new faculty members for PhD studies. 

Online Learning, LMS, and Library

Since the COVID pandemic began in March 2020, BCM has offered 
online learning. So the third strategic initiative involves BCM’s use of 
technology. 
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During our conversations, we redefined the initial term “business entre-
preneurs” as “Christian professionals” to include all vocations. 

Formulating Strategic Initiatives and Objectives

BCM is a denominational school that also seeks to address society. The 
VSI consultants encouraged BCM to keep bringing fruitful change to 
the denomination and society alike. BCM has a strategic role to play in 
the expansion of the Church in Malaysia because BCM can train young 
entrepreneurs and professionals who can then sustain themselves in 
ministry. In addition, BCM can help churches understand the breadth 
of opportunities open to them in their communities. Finally, BCM can 
disseminate new knowledge through books, journals, and theological 
consultations. 

As we learned from the VSI consultants, in order to capitalize on its 
strengths, BCM could deploy a theme that different areas of the insti-
tution could then emphasize. VSI helped BCM to think about how to 
choose and incorporate such a theme. For example, BCM might incor-
porate its desire for radical new engagements between the Church and 
society by updating its current opportunities in chapel, coaching, and 
courses. BCM might revise curricula and meta-curricula to equip stu-
dents to address intergenerational gaps and the integration of faith in 
society. 

In addition, the VSI team suggested that BCM could continue to 
strengthen its faculty as pastor-scholars. The VSI consultants offered 
various avenues for this aspect of missional impact. Suggested possi-
bilities include continuing to enable the faculty to research, write, and 
publish on topics that address current issues in Malaysian society; 
developing a framework to bring together key stakeholders to address 
the abovementioned issues – for example, through open forums or 
dialogues for solutions with students and graduates; and guiding young 
ministers to plant churches. BCM will select options to incorporate into 
its strategic plan that make the most sense for its situation.

Even before VSI came to BCM, BCM’s faculty recognized how essential 
they are to the college’s mission. Yet, as a community, we hope to keep 
strengthening this overall sense of purpose, specifically by enhancing 
our faculty’s visibility within local churches. For example, faculty may 
consider helping churches to teach on some of these social and ecclesi-
al questions. As the VSI process emphasized the faculty’s importance, 
we were helped to deliberate even more robustly on the faculty as a 
second strategic initiative.
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Faculty Development & Prophetic Voice

Faculty are BCM’s primary resource. As pastor-scholars, they implement 
the mission of the college. However, younger faculty are not easy to get. 
Tentatively, BCM’s team believes that it needs to recruit approximately 
four more lecturers, to make a total full-time team of twelve, in the near 
future. One aspect of the challenge here is that some younger graduates 
prefer to be pastors because of a perception that pastors earn more than 
lecturers; we know that many other factors are at play as well. In addi-
tion, senior pastors have different sets of priorities when it comes to 
training younger ministers; some may give different weight to academic 
aspects of training when advising young students about potential career 
paths. Within this context, BCM’s community has struggled to develop 
new faculty. 

The VSI consultants advised that identifying the right people to be 
future faculty is key and that BCM might establish a recruitment team to 
help in this area. 

In addition, BCM might brainstorm about developing an internal culture 
of theological reflection. To that end, the VSI team mentioned a variety 
of possibilities that BCM might consider, possibilities developed from 
the VSI team’s experience in other global contexts. First, to address 
similar issues, other institutions in other regions have revised their pol-
icies on working conditions to include an expectation for faculty to write 
an article per year. Second, BCM might explore how to facilitate faculty 
placing articles with journals for publication, writing monographs, and 
writing popular books. A third possibility would be considering how Fac-
ulty Enrichment Initiatives (FEI), coaching, and online training might be 
useful for faculty. Fourth, BCM has already launched the inaugural Pen-
tecostal Conference in 2023, organized and hosted by the new Malaysia 
Pentecostal Research Center. From next year, the college will start a 
colloquium during which faculty will present their research. This Confer-
ence and Center might open new doors for development. It will take five 
to seven years to plan and then establish this new faculty culture.

Simultaneously, BCM needs to pursue new donors to support this 
research culture and to increase the funding of the Faculty Development 
Plan for training new faculty members for PhD studies. 

Online Learning, LMS, and Library

Since the COVID pandemic began in March 2020, BCM has offered 
online learning. So the third strategic initiative involves BCM’s use of 
technology. 
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BCM now has five modes of study: physical; online synchronous; par-
tially online and partially physical; hybrid (physical and online at the 
same time); and online asynchronous. About 96% of students (about 
700 students) are involved in some kind of online learning across this 
spectrum, although the fully asynchronous program has less than 20 
students. In-person learning includes around 4% of the student body 
(estimated 30 students).

As we reflected on our experiences during the pandemic, we saw 
challenges and opportunities in online learning. Although the Asia 
Theological Association has changed its guidelines to allow more online 
learning, BCM still faces issues with online courses. One of the greatest 
challenges is that old classroom teaching methods are not always effec-
tive in hybrid modes. Second, BCM’s existing ethos is to provide holistic 
learning that does not happen fully online; at least three courses must 
be in person. We recognize that not all programs are suited to online 
education; in particular, the BTh, MDiv, and Counselling programs do 
not function as well online. This recognition is a core challenge. Third, 
changes in assessment methods have pushed some faculty to drop 
exams from their courses, so we grapple with finding ways to confirm 
that students have learned material. Fourth, BCM’s faculty struggle 
to give pastoral care to students because of the lack of contact. While 
some theological institutions expect local churches to provide spiritu-
al formation for distance students, for BCM, spiritual formation is so 
important that we seek to oversee it ourselves through Field Education 
and weekend ministry programs. (Field Education is a practical ministry 
course.)

Although we recognize that, in the future, students may prefer fully 
online modes, even so, we intend to maintain our ethos of holistic train-
ing. So, in the post-pandemic era, BCM will still emphasize in-person 
spiritual formation, even as it may offer some content online. 

As for library resources, BCM currently subscribes to the Global Digital 
Theological Library (GDTL) and ATLASerials for online resources for stu-
dents. Although the library compiles a list of online resources and sends 
it to all members every trimester, we are concerned that students do not 
always check their emails. We see evidence of low engagement with re-
sources and some incidents of plagiarism, and we sense some concern 
that BCM has insufficient materials online for distance students.

Finding an ideal LMS has not been easy. The best systems that provide 
data protection, library access, administrative details and learning 
activities like grading and reporting can be expensive. Right now, BCM 
has adopted a new classroom management platform, which is free. All 
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faculty need to learn this system; some are already using it, but uptake 
continues to present a challenge.
 
In sum, considerations for online learning and library systems include 
these elements: 

1.	 The major shift in learning modes from in-person to online 
2.	 Changes in curricula 
3.	 The need to build holistic learning for the 700+ online students 
4.	 Improving the effectiveness of online learning
5.	 Delivering essential content
6.	 Enhancing teaching methodologies to promote student- 
                centered learning
7.	 Fostering and facilitating discussions 
8.	 Involving alumni in spiritual formation in Field Education,  
                coaching, and mentoring small groups

Even before the VSI team came to BCM, BCM’s leadership were consider-
ing the necessity of revising BCM’s teaching methods. The VSI team con-
tinued to help us think about how to formulate ways to adapt traditional 
outlines for online learning. In light of BCM’s dual needs to enhance its 
faculty and its technology, the next focus area is financial sustainability 
and fundraising. 

Financial Sustainability and Fundraising

Financial sustainability is crucial for advancing BCM’s goals. Globally, 
the optimal level of income varies by institution, depending on what 
students are paying and how much the institution is subsidizing them. 
When an institution is under pressure and needs to pay salaries, the 
area that suffers first is often maintenance, followed by the library. At 
its lowest point, an institution would cut salaries because it would still 
be forced to pay utilities, internet, etc. For itself, BCM needs to consider 
where it is spending the most. Healthy expenditures should be divided 
among salaries, maintenance, operational costs, library, etc.  

Good stewardship means seeking a balance between income streams 
and expenses. However, BCM has been implicitly subsidizing students’ 
fees by charging very low tuition because in the Malaysian context, 
theological study is usually expected to be inexpensive or, preferably, 
free. This situation is common in the Global South. The fact is that many 
institutions keep student fees artificially low, which creates a global 
culture of perceiving theological education as cheap. 
Therefore, BCM might evaluate whether any of its programs are creating 
financial loss and might consider streamlining its programs for optimal 
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student tuition / faculty salary balance. We know that, right now, the 
college is using quite a large share of its income for salaries, whereas 
the optimal level would be somewhat lower. Because of this overly 
high percentage, facilities maintenance is often deferred, and library/
learning resources at BCM have insufficient budget. Delayed or deferred 
maintenance becomes more expensive in the long run as assets dete-
riorate beyond repair, which could require the institution to build new 
ones.

Like other institutions globally, BCM is being sustained by streamlin-
ing expenses to cover salaries, utilities, and security and by pursuing 
fundraising and third-stream income. BCM’s ongoing fundraising efforts 
depend on the president, who spends 90% of his time on fundraising 
and is not required to teach. BCM is embarking on a new building proj-
ect which will be completed in 18 months and may expand the third-
stream income. Currently, the president focuses on fundraising for the 
new building. 

Fundraising faces challenges because churches prioritize fundraising 
for their own needs; at this stage, BCM only relates to churches as en-
tities, not to individual members. To address this, BCM could consider 
increasing the number of donors overall instead of relying on a few ma-
jor donors who may experience fatigue long term. BCM certainly needs 
a broader donor network, but we note that the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the global financial downturn has pushed donors to become insular, 
wanting to address only their own local needs. 

Another opportunity is third-stream income, especially from facili-
ties rentals. However, effective third-stream income requires a busi-
ness-minded person, not BCM’s president, to be in charge. BCM would 
need to evaluate its third-stream income source consistently to consider 
whether its profits are worth the expense of running it. As one example 
of third-stream income, BCM is considering renting its student accom-
modation as holiday housing. Third-stream income could bring balance 
to income and expenditure, but BCM needs to do significant work if this 
is to be the case.

Overall, the VSI consultants advised BCM to seek ways to create a finan-
cial surplus that can serve as a buffer for the institution. The consultants 
came alongside BCM’s preexisting due diligence in managing finances 
to help BCM analyze the state of its finances further. Within the many 
known barriers to funding, the BCM team continues to steward the 
college’s financial resources carefully and to keep pursuing long-term 
financial health.  
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Alumni

The fifth strategic initiative that supports BCM’s goals is engaging alum-
ni. Relationships with alumni are a missed opportunity at this time. BCM 
needs to engage alumni more effectively. The annual graduation lunch 
serves as one potential fundraising event. 

Yet BCM faces a challenge in that the annual alumni homecoming event 
is not as popular. Alumni are also unwilling to serve on the Alumni 
Fellowship Committee. In the past, a group called Friends of BCM served 
the college, but the members were not primarily alumni. Rather, they 
were donors and ran seminars for the public. Right now, perhaps the 
most severe challenge is that the alumni database is around 60 years 
old especially for the graduates in BIM’s formative years (1960s and 
1970s), and needs to be updated to track alumni’s current contact infor-
mation and whereabouts. 

Thinking ahead, the VSI consultants suggested that alumni could adopt 
individual students and support their fees. BCM could emphasize to 
alumni that students are only paying 30% of tuition fees, as fees are 
highly subsidized. This subsidy could be renamed a “scholarship,” with 
a set application and approval process; these scholarships could make 
the subsidy visible to students and to the public – especially to alumni, 
who could then donate to specific scholarships. 

Furthermore, BCM could engage alumni in character formation of part-
time students via small group sessions, mentoring, coaching, etc. BCM 
could even explore creating an “adopt a student” program between 
alumni and current students. In return, the college can encourage 
alumni by offering them life-long learning and upskilling opportunities 
at a discount. Alumni could have chapters in different countries, and 
alumni retreats could engage alumni by hosting faculty speakers from 
BCM. Such privileges can enrich the relationships between BCM and 
its alumni, because the key on this topic is relationship. BCM needs to 
mobilise alumni, not just for what it gets from them, but to give back to 
them as well. 

BCM’s Strategic Plan, 2023-2027

The VSI consultations were fruitful in identifying the main strategic 
initiatives for BCM for the next five years, from 2023 to 2027. BCM’s stra-
tegic plan prioritizes five initiatives, which were formulated in specific, 
concise language: 
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Initiative 1: Form pastors, counsellors, and Christian professionals to 
address the problems of intergenerational leadership gaps, mental 
health issues, and inadequate integration of faith in society.

Initiative 2: Strengthen our faculty as pastor-scholars to implement the 
mission of the college.

Initiative 3: Enhance the use of technology in an intentional formative 
process to effectively serve the church and society.

Initiative 4: Optimize financial structures to mobilize resources for the 
mission of the college.

Initiative 5: Revitalize alumni as essential partners in advancing the 
mission of the college.

For each initiative, we have three objectives. Then each objective has 
roughly three activities to facilitate the achievement of that objective 
over the next five years.

Conclusion 

Over the past six decades, BCM has produced over 1,250 graduates, 
of whom 83% are still serving in ministries as full-time workers and as 
lay leaders in various professions. The VSI consultation built on BCM’s 
ongoing stewardship efforts to help BCM strategize effectively amidst 
many challenges and opportunities. These timely conversations led 
to our new strategic five-year plan, which will be beneficial in terms of 
reprioritizing, redefining, and sharpening BCM’s core mission. We seek 
to focus on measurable objectives that will help us engage stakeholders 
and direct resources wisely so that we can pursue our goals. BCM is now 
ready to forge ahead with greater strength. 
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