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T
here is a poem I return to quite 
frequently. It’s part of a poet-
ry collection titled Huracanada, 
written by Puerto Rican author 
Mayra Santos-Febres. Its last 

stanza, which I repeat often to myself, almost 
like a prayer, reads,

Quiero que se sepa,
tomen nota.
Podemos, entre todas
levantar lo caído,
parirnos una Isla nueva.

In English, this roughly translates to:

I want it to be known,
take note:
Together, all of us,
can lift up what has fallen,
birth ourselves a new Island.

Huracanada was published in March 2018, 
barely six months after Hurricane Maria 
struck Puerto Rico as a Category 4 hurri-
cane. Maria was apocalyptic. Its winds lifted 
many veils, revealing inconvenient truths our 

societies often prefer to look away from. A 
natural event became a man-made disaster 
zone. And in the face of so much death, San-
tos-Febres proclaims that we can commu-
nally birth new life, even a new Island. 

By the time this issue is published, hurri-
cane season will have started, and with it, 
the renewed flowing river of our prayers for 
the protection of our Caribbean nations. But 
there are other hurricanes that also occupy 
my mind and heart. These hurricanes don’t 
seem to care about seasons because they 
are man-made hurricanes. Some of them 
have been stationed over entire countries for 
years, like the man-made hurricane of Rus-
sia’s war against Ukraine. Others are more 
difficult to pinpoint, like the systems that 
often keep women at the margins of theo-
logical education. Nevertheless, the gusts 
of winds slamming doors shut remind us of 
their reality.

To turn to Santos-Febres’s words again: 
What does it mean for the Church and its 
theological leaders to midwife life at national, 
institutional, communal, and personal 



Grace Al-Zoughbi, Eva Wong Suk Kyun, and 
Sofía Quintanilla – offer their analyses of what 
spirituality means in their contexts, especially 
for women. Casthelia describes spirituality in 
the Indonesian context as “a journey of being 
with God for the sake of others.” Meanwhile, 
Judy notes that “African women’s spirituali-
ty defies compartmentalization.” She writes, 
“Our spirituality encompasses all areas of life; 
wherever we go, our spirituality goes.” And 
Grace observes how hospitality is a “vital di-
mension of Middle Eastern spirituality.” In the 
midst of the hurricanes of life, which often 
uproot us in unexpected ways, Christian spir-
ituality serves as that steady ground in which 
we can take root and from there cultivate life.

Finally, Jocabed Solano challenges our un-
derstandings of how Christian theology is 
understood and practiced by Indigenous 
communities in Abya Yala. Once again, the 
thread of communal orientation emerges as 
a common denominator, as does the daring 
invitation to a more holistic Christian life, one 
that involves all of creation and the entirety 
of the human community, past and present.

As I sit with the words of the contributors to 
this issue, I return to the stanza quoted at 
the beginning of this introduction. The poet 
is right. As we face the violent winds of man-
made hurricanes in this world, current ones 
and those to come, we have concrete ways 
in which we can midwife life at national, in-
stitutional, communal, and personal levels. 
This is not glamourous work. The poet knows 
this too. We will go out “machete in hand, 
children on our backs, to look for food, water, 
to unnail storm shutters, to unclog sewers. 
To work alongside others.” Such is the work 
of realigning ourselves in faithfulness to the 
God of Life and the mission he has given us; 
of cultivating and participating in the com-
munity of the ecclesia in all its diversity; and 
of grounding ourselves in a Christian spiritu-
ality that lays claim to the whole of life. May 
we remain open to the surprising ways God 
may call us to pursue wholeness in our con-
texts.

Author Bio:
Juliany González Nieves
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levels in the midst of so many man-made 
hurricanes? The articles in this issue provide 
us with some possible answers to that ques-
tion. 

Midwifing Life in Nations

This issue features two book reviews: Daniel 
Muvengi’s review of Valentyn Syniy’s Serv-
ing God Under Siege: How War Transformed 
a Ukrainian Community and Judy Wanjiru 
Wang’ombe’s review of The Cross and the 
Olive Tree: Cultivating Palestinian Theology 
amid Gaza, edited by John S. and Samuel S. 
Munayer. One written by a seminary presi-
dent and the other edited by two theologi-
cal leaders, both books wrestle with what it 
means to think theologically, bear witness to 
Christ, and cultivate life within nations fac-
ing the lethal winds of war. Together, these 
books highlight the importance of theological 
leadership and community in the midst of un-
certainty, chaos, and destruction.

Midwifing Life in Institutions

Shifting attention to the institutions that 
help cultivate such leadership, three articles 
in this issue focus on aspects of institution-
al life. First, Casthelia Kartika contemplates 
the question of institutional sustainability. 

She describes her seminary’s transforma-
tion from being guided by activities to being 
guided by missional alignment. Kartika’s ar-
ticle is full of valuable pointers for executives 
whose aim for their institutions is to “live co-
herently with their calling.” Meanwhile, Evan 
Hunter direct his gaze to faculty, their crucial 
role in institutional life, and, consequently, the 
need to invest in their development “as the 
most important resource for accomplishing 
a school’s mission.” Both of these articles re-
mind us that for us to midwife life at an in-
stitutional level, we need to return our focus 
to missional identity and collective calling – 
which are in turn, or should be, at the service 
of the life of the Church.

Similarly, Lisa Lamb takes on that elusive 
hurricane to which I referred earlier and looks 
at “seminary practices in the Majority World 
that lead to and hinder women’s flourishing 
as preachers,” including the high cost that 
barring women from pulpits has for the life of 
the community of faith.

Midwifing Life in Communal Relationships

Sitting at the intersection of the communal 
and the personal, the women of the Schol-
ar Leaders Women’s Peer Leader Forum – 
Casthelia Kartika, Judy Wanjiru Wang’ombe, 

Juliany has experience across a range of higher ed industry segments, including 
communications, advancement, and university relations. Prior to her role at Scholar 
Leaders, she served in multiple positions, including Director of Strategic Initiatives 
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theology courses. She earned an M.Div. from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. Juliany 
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Andrews and The Paul G. Hiebert Center for World Christianity and Global Theology.
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A
manat Agung Theological 
Seminary (Sekolah Tinggi Te-
ologi Amanat Agung, STTAA) 
is an evangelical theological 
school located in Jakarta, In-

donesia. Founded in 1997 within the Christ 
Jesus Church (Gereja Kristus Yesus, GKY) 
synod, the seminary was established to 
address a pressing ecclesial need: the for-
mation of pastors capable of shepherding 
growing congregations across the Indo-
nesian Church landscape, particularly to 

serve the growing needs of congregations 
within the synod. From its beginning, the 
institution understood its task not merely 
as theological instruction but as the forma-
tion of pastor-theologians whose ministry 
integrates biblical faithfulness, spiritual 
maturity, character excellence, and pasto-
ral responsibility. 

Like many theological institutions in Asia, 
Africa, Eastern Europe, Latin America, and 
the Middle East (often called the Majority 

FROM VISION TO VIABILITY:  
A SEMINARY’S STRATEGIC 

TRANSFORMATION THROUGH 
THE SCHOLAR LEADERS VITAL 

SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVE
Author: Casthelia Kartika

Abstract

Many theological schools in the Majority World operate with deep commitment to ministry 
yet limited institutional intentionality. This article presents a case study of Amanat Agung 
Theological Seminary (STTAA) in Indonesia and its participation in the Scholar Leaders (SL) 
Vital Sustainability Initiative (VSI). The study explores how a guided coaching process en-
abled the seminary to move from activity-driven management toward discernment-based 
leadership. Through institutional self-assessment, collaborative interpretation, and strategic 
formation, the seminary developed a five-year strategic plan that reshaped its leadership 
culture, academic direction, financial sustainability efforts, and partnerships. The article also 
discusses implementation challenges and identifies transferable lessons for theological insti-
tutions seeking long-term sustainability. This article argues that strategic planning in theo-
logical education functions most fruitfully not as administrative management but as commu-

World), STTAA developed through a minis-
try-responsive approach rather than long-
term institutional design. New programs 
were introduced to meet immediate pasto-
ral needs, partnerships emerged relation-
ally, and institutional expansion followed 
ministry opportunities. This pattern fos-
tered missional flexibility but also produced 
an implicit institutional logic: The seminary 
functioned faithfully without clearly artic-
ulating how its activities cohered into a 
unified direction. As a result, limitations 
appeared in institutional alignment, sus-
tainability planning, and measurable long-
term progress. This development is not 
unusual in theological education. As Rob-
ert Banks notes, many theological training 
institutions originated to meet immediate 
ministry needs rather than to function as 
fully structured academic schools. Institu-
tional coherence, therefore, often develops 
later than ministerial activity (Banks, 1999, 
7-8). STTAA found itself caught in this pat-
tern, faithful in ministry yet increasingly 
aware of the need for clearer institutional 
direction.

In 2020, Scholar Leaders (SL) invited STTAA 
to participate in SL’s Vital Sustainability Ini-
tiative (VSI), a coaching process designed to 
strengthen institutions’ long-term faithful-
ness. The invitation came at a moment when 
the seminary was functioning well in minis-
try but increasingly aware that faithful ac-
tivity did not necessarily produce clarity. The 
school had grown through responsiveness to 
real needs, but leadership sensed the need to 
interpret its life more intentionally. 

Over the following years, through interviews, 
consultations, workshops, and conversations 
guided by SL VSI staff, the seminary engaged 
in communal listening prior to planning. Fac-
ulty members, administrators, board repre-
sentatives, students, alumni, and ministry 
partners reflected together on what the sem-
inary had been doing and what it was actu-
ally called to be. Many assumptions that had 

long remained implicit gradually surfaced 
through these discussions. Rather than in-
troducing external solutions, the VSI process 
helped the community recognize patterns 
within its own practices and reconsider the 
relationship between its activities and its vo-
cation.

This article examines how the VSI process 
influenced the seminary. It argues that sus-
tainability in theological education is funda-
mentally a theological problem of vocational 
interpretation rather than an administrative 
problem of institutional management. Rath-
er than recounting the production of a stra-
tegic plan, this article explores how guided 
institutional discernment reshaped leader-
ship culture, clarified educational intention, 
and reframed sustainability as theological 
responsibility. Written from a participant-ob-
server perspective, this case is offered not as 
a model to replicate but as a reflection to spur 
conversation in institutions that share simi-
lar strengths, deep commitment, relational 
leadership, and responsiveness to ministry, 
yet struggle to translate them into long-term 
clarity. Thus, this article seeks to contribute 
to wider conversations on theological institu-
tional leadership by showing how strategic 
planning can function as communal discern-
ment toward enduring faithfulness.

From Activity to Alignment: Understanding 
the VSI Process

The Vital Sustainability Initiative (VSI), de-
veloped by Scholar Leaders (SL), is best un-
derstood not as a consulting service but as 
a guided process of institutional discernment 
to help theological institutions figure out their 
long-term faithfulness and viability. Rather 
than supplying pre-designed solutions, VSI 
staff accompany theological schools as they 
learn to interpret their own history, identi-
ty, and calling with greater clarity. With this 
clarity, they can articulate their mission, vi-
sion, alignment with leadership, and sustain-
able operational practices. This step-by-step 
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learning offers many benefits to the institu-
tion by providing insight into how to proceed 
in the future. Its primary goal is not institu-
tional expansion but institutional faithfulness 
over time.  

Many seminaries in the Majority World oper-
ate within ministry-intensive environments. 
Urgent pastoral needs, limited personnel 
and funds, and relational decision-making 
often shape institutional life more strongly 
than formal planning structures. While such 
conditions foster spiritual vitality and respon-
siveness, they may also produce fragmented 
development. Programs multiply, respon-
sibilities accumulate, the need for funds in-
creases, and leadership conversations be-
come dominated by immediate operational 
demands. The VSI framework invites par-
ticipating schools to examine multiple inter-
connected areas of institutional life. Based 
on these facts, VSI addresses this reality by 
reframing sustainability. Instead of treating 
sustainability primarily as financial stability, 
the initiative frames it as vocational conti-
nuity, emphasizing an institution’s capacity 
to remain recognizably faithful to its calling 
across generations. 

This emphasis within VSI is important be-
cause theological education does not exist 
independently from the church’s mission; 
rather, its purpose is to form communities 
that serve God’s work in the world. For this 
reason, sustainability becomes a theological 
rather than merely managerial concern. As 
David Bosch argues, the church is not an end 
but a sign and instrument of God’s coming 
reign in the world. Its structures, therefore, 
exist to serve God’s redemptive work in his-
tory rather than to preserve their own stabil-
ity (Bosch, 2001, 377). In this sense, theolog-
ical institutions share the same calling: They 
must continually reinterpret their structures 
in light of their mission. Sustainability, then, is 
not primarily about institutional survival but 
about remaining faithful participants in God’s 
ongoing mission. 

If this is true, the most important question for 
institutional health is no longer how each in-
stitutional component can function efficiently 
on its own but how all of them together fulfil 

the institution’s role in God’s redemptive work. 
Financial practices, academic structures, 
leadership patterns, and partnerships must 
be approached as interconnected expres-
sions of a single institutional identity aimed 
toward God’s work in the world. These ele-
ments cannot be strengthened independent-
ly; instead, institutional vitality emerges only 
when they become aligned with one another. 

Within the VSI process, this theological vision 
of institutional components serving institu-
tional mission that in turn serves the King-
dom of God is embodied in a structured pro-
cess. The process typically unfolds in three 
movements, as follows. 

The first movement is institutional listening. 
Leaders, faculty, board members, students, 
alumni, and ministry partners participate in 
interviews and guided reflections. The pur-
pose is not evaluation for accountability but 
understanding. Schools often discover that 
their deepest strengths and tensions have 
long existed but have never been collectively 
and consciously articulated.

The second movement is interpretive con-
versation. SL VSI staff help the institution 
identify patterns rather than merely listing 
problems. Frequently, schools recognize that 
their challenges do not arise primarily from 
a lack of resources but from a lack of shared 
prioritization. The process helps communities 
distinguish between good activities and es-
sential direction.

The third movement is strategic formation. 
The institution formulates initiatives, objec-
tives, and measurable actions grounded in 
its clarified identity. Importantly, the strategic 
plan is not treated as a managerial require-
ment but as a communal theological exercise 
related to the institution’s vocation. It is a 
structured way of asking how the institution 
is called to steward its ministry responsibly. 
The resulting plan is expected to be realis-
tic, contextual, and institution-owned rather 
than imposed by external expertise. 

Because VSI functions as coaching rather 
than consultancy, the most significant out-
come is not merely the written document 

but the formation of institutional thinking. 
Schools learn to make decisions by aligning 
priorities rather than by accumulating activi-
ties. Leadership conversations gradually shift 
from asking, “What can we add?” to asking, 
“What must we sustain faithfully?” For ST-
TAA, this distinction would become crucial. 
Prior to the process, planning tended to fol-
low emerging needs and available oppor-
tunities. Through VSI, planning became an 
intentional practice of alignment – bringing 
mission, leadership, curriculum, partnerships, 
and financial stewardship into a coherent di-
rection.

Faithful but Unaligned: The Seminary’s 
Starting Point

STTAA was born out of pastoral necessity 
rather than institutional strategy: Indonesian 
churches required trained shepherds, and the 
seminary emerged to form them. The found-
ing vision was clear: to prepare pastor-theo-
logians who faithfully and biblically serve 
congregations. This origin shaped the insti-
tutional culture for many years, cultivating 
a deeply ministry-oriented ethos. Programs 
were developed when new needs appeared, 
partnerships formed when relationships 
emerged, and initiatives expanded when 
opportunities opened. This pattern enabled 
flexibility and missional engagement, but in-
stitutional development was largely intuitive 
rather than strategic. Accordingly, the sem-
inary grew organically through its respon-
siveness to ministry. In brief, the seminary 
emerged from a ministry movement rather 
than an academic initiative. The institution 
measured its health primarily by faithfulness 
in service rather than by structural clarity.

Over the years, STTAA matured academical-
ly and organizationally. Academic programs 
expanded, faculty qualifications improved, 
facilities developed, and networks widened. 
Accredited by both the National Accredita-
tion Agency for Higher Education and the 
Asian Theological Association, the seminary 
has become a reputable institution serving 
church and marketplace leaders. To date, 
more than 500 graduates serve across In-
donesia and in several other countries. The 
school currently offers three graduate-level 

programs – Bachelor of Theology, Master of 
Theology, and Master of Ministry – the 
latter designed specifically for Christians 
serving in the marketplace who seek theo-
logical formation alongside their professional 
vocation. Recently, the seminary also intro-
duced a one-year Certificate in Theology pro-
gram to equip lay believers for deeper biblical 
understanding. Yet maturity in structure did 
not automatically produce clarity in direction.

Amidst these various advances, the insti-
tution’s development followed opportunity 
more often than direction, and its internal 
logic remained activity-based. Leadership 
energy was largely devoted to sustaining 
ongoing activities rather than discerning how 
each effort contributed to a shared institu-
tional direction. Roles were assigned based 
on availability and trustworthiness, not 
long-term design. This produced short-term 
effectiveness but limited mature planning 
capacity. Even though each development 
was beneficial, these efforts did not always 
converge toward a clearly shared direction. 
The institution was active and fruitful, but its 
progress was difficult to interpret. What ap-
peared as growth was often accumulation 
rather than integration. For instance, various 
programs and partnerships emerged to ad-
dress specific ministry needs, yet they were 
often pursued in parallel rather than as part 
of a coherent formation pathway. As a result, 
while each initiative was meaningful, its cu-
mulative contribution to the seminary’s core 
calling was not always clearly discerned. 
Within this context, the seminary experi-
enced a growing distance between vision 
and measurement. The commitment to form 
pastor-theologians remained central, but 
leaders lacked shared criteria for evaluating 
whether institutional activities were coher-
ently contributing to that goal. 

A similar dynamic shaped financial practices. 
The seminary consistently experienced God’s 
provision through churches and donors, yet 
stewardship remained responsive rather 
than strategically structured. 

In addition, faculty and staff shared theo-
logical convictions, but their implications 
for curriculum, partnerships, and public en-



 ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2  /  16  17  /  ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2

gagement were seldom examined together 
as a coherent whole. The emerging concern, 
therefore, was not the absence of ministry 
but the absence of alignment. The seminary 
had strong commitments and capable peo-
ple, yet these strengths were not always 
united around a clearly articulated mission 
to guide decision-making across all areas of 
institutional life. 

These conditions did not signal institutional 
weakness; rather, they reflected a common 
reality among ministry-driven theological 
schools. The seminary functioned faithfully 
and was not in crisis. Yet leadership increas-
ingly sensed that faithfulness alone did not 
guarantee continuity. Without intentional di-
rection, the institution’s future would depend 
largely on personalities rather than shared 
understanding. The invitation to participate 
in VSI, therefore, arrived not as a rescue but 
as a recognition. The seminary needed clar-
ity more than expansion, that is, a way to 
steward its calling beyond the immediacy of 
present ministry demands.

This experience reflects a broader leadership 
insight: Ministry effectiveness depends not 
only on faithful activity but on clarity of di-
rection. As Aubrey Malphurs notes, mission 
shapes strategy – the mission defines where 
an institution is called to go, and strategy de-
termines how it moves toward that calling 
(Malphurs, 2005, 122). When mission is un-
clear, programs may function well yet fail to 
converge. Conversely, shared clarity allows 
institutional efforts to reinforce one another 
and concentrate energy toward a common 
purpose.

Learning to Discern Together

As mentioned above, STTAA formally entered 
the VSI process in 2020. Because of the glob-
al pandemic, the process began online and 
continued in 2022 and 2023 with in-person 
visits, interviews, and collaborative sessions. 
These stages gave birth to a gradual shift in 
how the community saw itself.

At the outset, the leadership team ap-

proached the process with uncertainty, as 
they did not fully understand what would be 
required or what outcomes were expected. 
Unlike accreditation or evaluation exercises, 
VSI did not begin by assessing performance 
indicators. Instead, the visiting team listened. 

The president, faculty members, board repre-
sentatives, staff, students, alumni, and min-
istry partners were invited to describe their 
experience of the seminary – its strengths, 
tensions, struggles, and perceived calling. 
This stage proved unexpectedly revealing. 
The institution possessed a lived identity that 
had never been consciously articulated. Par-
ticipants recognized that they shared deep 
commitments but had rarely expressed them 
collectively in a structured way. What had 
previously functioned as assumptions grad-
ually became the topics of conversations. 

During the second visit, the process moved 
from description to interpretation. Coaches 
guided the leadership team to identify pat-
terns in the collected reflections. The central 
discovery was not the need for new pro-
grams but the need for prioritization. The 
seminary had accumulated many meaning-
ful ministries, yet not all carried equal weight 
for its calling. This recognition proved trans-
formative. The leadership came to see that 
sustainability does not primarily depend on 
expanding programs but on aligning them. 
In practical theological terms, faithful leader-
ship requires more than performing ministe-
rial tasks; it requires the capacity to see the 
whole and to act intentionally so that activ-
ities move toward a shared purpose rather 
than simply continuing familiar routines (Os-
mer, 2008, 10). From this shared interpreta-
tion, the seminary parsed its priorities con-
cretely into strategic initiatives.

Thus, through guided workshops, the semi-
nary developed a set of strategic initiatives. 
Each initiative addressed a dimension of in-
stitutional life and was designed to connect 
identity with practice. These initiatives even-
tually formed the core of the seminary’s five-
year strategic plan. Several areas became 
focal points:

1.  Mission clarification and leader formation 

The seminary sought to define more 
concretely how it forms Christian leaders 
capable of engaging contemporary Indone-
sian society.

2.  Public witness and marketplace engage-
ment

The institution recognized a growing need 
to equip believers not only for church minis-
try but also for faithful presence in the public 
sphere.

3.  Faculty development and research cul-
ture

Attention shifted toward strengthening men-
toring, scholarship, and long-term faculty ca-
pacity.

4.  Facilities and learning environment

The seminary began to view physical and 
digital infrastructure not merely as opera-
tional support but as formative spaces that 
support community life and hybrid learning.

5.  Financial sustainability

The school explored moving from reli-
ance-based funding patterns toward inten-
tional stewardship.

6.  Partnerships and wider impact

The seminary aimed to clarify how relation-
ships with churches, alumni, and national 
and international organizations contribute 
to its mission rather than merely expand its 
network.

The most demanding part of the process 
was not producing the document but dis-
cerning priorities – distinguishing essential 
direction from merely valuable activities. The 
challenge was theological rather than ad-
ministrative: discerning stewardship rather 
than maximizing productivity. This process of 
discernment resulted in a cultural shift. 
Planning conversations were no longer 

dominated by operational urgency but by in-
stitutional mission. Leadership discussions 
increasingly asked not, “What can we do?” 
but “What must we do to remain faithful to 
our calling?” The written plan concluded the 
process and initiated a new approach to 
leading the institution.

When Clarity Meets Practice

The implementation of the strategic plan did 
not immediately alter the seminary’s struc-
tures. The first transformation occurred in 
conversation. Leadership meetings gradually 
shifted from operational coordination toward 
shared interpretation. Previously, discussions 
centered on scheduling, invitations, emerging 
opportunities, and other operational matters. 
After the VSI process, conversations increas-
ingly focused on alignment, priorities, and in-
stitutional responsibility.

Over time, this change in discourse produced 
concrete institutional impacts, reshaping the 
seminary’s understanding of its task. One of 
the earliest impacts was institutional align-
ment. The seminary had long maintained 
many meaningful initiatives, yet their rela-
tionships were often implicit. After VSI, pro-
grams were reviewed in relation to the semi-
nary’s core calling. Some were strengthened, 
others redesigned, and a few were intention-
ally kept secondary. For example, leadership 
formation was strengthened through clear-
er integration of curricular and co-curricu-
lar programs. Certain marketplace-oriented 
initiatives were redesigned to align more 
closely with the seminary’s theological prior-
ities, while some externally driven activities 
and short-term programs were retained but 
repositioned as secondary rather than cen-
tral to the seminary’s mission. Decisions no 
longer depended primarily on who proposed 
an idea but on whether it served shared pri-
orities. This reduced ambiguity and improved 
collaboration.

Leadership practice also evolved. Responsi-
bility gradually moved from individual burden 
toward shared stewardship. Because prior-
ities were collectively defined, delegation 
became clearer, and leaders could decline 
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additional activities without diminishing their 
commitment to ministry. Planning horizons 
extended beyond immediate semesters to-
ward multi-year outcomes. Urgent matters 
remained, but urgency no longer defined in-
stitutional identity.

Faculty conversations increasingly focused 
on the kind of graduate the seminary sought 
to form and how each component of educa-
tion contributed to that formation. Attention 
shifted from course content alone to educa-
tional intention. Formation became an explic-
it goal rather than an assumed by-product, 
influencing mentoring practices, teaching 
methods, student activities, and curricular 
coherence.

Financial thinking likewise took on a new 
character. Stewardship, once practiced faith-
fully but implicitly, became an expression of 
shared theological responsibility. Resource 
allocation began to follow agreed-upon pri-
orities rather than historical patterns, and 
fundraising conversations became clearer as 
the institution could articulate what it sought 
to sustain and why.

Despite these positive developments, imple-
mentation required substantial adjustment. 
The most demanding challenges proved cul-
tural rather than technical, as clarity imme-
diately introduced tension. For example, pri-
oritization required that some long-standing 
activities, though meaningful and well-re-
ceived, were no longer treated as central to 
the seminary’s mission. This shift created 
tension, as these activities were often closely 
associated with the identity and commitment 
of those who had faithfully carried them out. 
Thus, alignment required not only new de-
cisions but new habits. Many long-standing 
ministries carried deep personal meaning for 
faculty, staff, board members, and the de-
nomination. For some, new prioritizations felt 
less like clarity and more like loss. The chal-
lenge was not resistance to change but love 
for existing work. Gradually, the community 
recognized that limitation protects mission 
rather than diminishes it, but this under-
standing required patience to develop.

Similarly, the introduction of measurable ob-
jectives created unfamiliar experiences for 
faculty and staff. Initially, evaluation was 
perceived as administrative pressure rather 
than communal learning. Over time, though, 
consistent practice reframed assessment 
positively as guidance for stewardship rather 
than judgment. Implementation of objectives 
also required leaders to devote sustained at-
tention to individual faculty and staff mem-
bers’ activities, alongside their own ongoing 
academic and ministry responsibilities. With 
limited personnel holding both visionary and 
operational roles, maintaining long-term 
focus amid daily demands has become a 
learned discipline.

The greatest challenge lay in internalizing 
the plan so that it became a lived culture 
rather than a set of written policies. Faculty 
and staff required time to integrate priorities 
into ordinary decisions, and this transition 
depended on repeated communication and 
consistent modelling by leaders.

The seminary eventually recognized that the 
challenges themselves were formative. The 
VSI process set direction; it revealed that 
sustainability is not achieved merely by pro-
ducing a plan but by cultivating institutional 
habits. Even so, theological education is not 
primarily the transmission of knowledge but 
the formation of a people whose practices 
reflect their calling. Educational institutions 
participate in the Church’s teaching ministry 
by shaping desires, patterns of life, and voca-
tional imagination (Smith, 2009, 34). Clarity, 
therefore, becomes meaningful only when 
embodied in repeated practices that form a 
community to live toward its mission.

Insights for Theological Schools

The VSI journey did not merely produce a 
strategic plan for STTAA; it reshaped the 
seminary’s understanding of institutional 
faithfulness. STTAA’s experience suggests 
that sustainability in theological education 
depends less on institutional strength than 
on missional clarity. 

In many theological contexts, strategic plan-
ning is viewed with suspicion because it 
appears to import corporate technique into 
ministry life. Leaders sometimes worry that 
planning may replace spiritual dependence 
with managerial control. STTAA’s experience 
suggests the opposite. VSI’s process became 
a structured way of listening together. Rather 
than asking the institution to predict what it 
could accomplish, VSI nudged the institution 
to learn to recognize what to prioritize for 
stewardship. The strategic framework func-
tioned not as control over the future but as 
attentiveness to vocation. Planning, when 
approached theologically, became an act of 
communal discernment.

Because planning began with discernment, 
VSI’s most important contribution was not 
answers but questions. Coaching conversa-
tions cultivated a shared habit of inquiry that 
the seminary had never practiced internally. 
As leaders learned to ask better questions 
together, they developed ownership of the 
institution’s direction. Borrowed solutions 
may produce temporary efficiency, but they 
rarely foster lasting commitment. Sustain-
able change in theological education occurs 
when a community learns how to think to-
gether, not merely what to implement.

Once ownership emerged, priorities be-
came possible. Before VSI, progress was of-
ten measured by addition – more programs, 
partnerships, and activities. Yet growth with-
out alignment quietly fragments identity and 
exhausts people. The seminary learned that 
sustainability depends less on the number of 
ministries than on their coherence. A small-
er number of well-focused initiatives often 
produces a deeper impact than numerous 
loosely connected efforts. The most difficult 
leadership responsibility is therefore limita-
tion: deciding what must remain central so 
that both mission and people are protected.

Only after priorities were clarified did finan-
cial sustainability become meaningful. Finan-
cial concerns are often treated as technical 
challenges to be solved through fundraising. 
The VSI process revealed instead that stew-
ardship begins with theological clarity: A 

community must first discern what it is called 
to sustain. When priorities are unclear, fund-
raising becomes reactive, and resources are 
scattered. When calling is clear, steward-
ship becomes persuasive, and partnerships 
deepen. Sustainability, therefore, is theologi-
cal and relational before it is financial.

These insights suggest that sustainability in 
theological education cannot be engineered 
solely through technique. It emerges when 
institutions learn to live coherently with their 
calling – discerning together, taking shared 
ownership, concentrating their work, and 
stewarding their resources accordingly. A 
strategic plan, therefore, is not a manageri-
al checklist but the beginning of a disciplined 
way of living. What ultimately sustains a 
theological school is not the strength of its 
structures but the clarity of its vocation em-
bodied in its practices. This realization re-
shaped not only how the seminary planned 
but how it understood its ongoing participa-
tion in God’s work.

Conclusion

The experience of Amanat Agung Theologi-
cal Seminary with the Vital Sustainability Ini-
tiative did not primarily change the institution 
through the introduction of new programs. 
Instead, it changed how the seminary under-
stood its own stewardship. The most signifi-
cant transformation was not operational but 
interpretive: the capacity to interpret institu-
tional vocation. The school learned to see its 
ministries as interconnected expressions of 
a single calling rather than as a collection of 
worthy activities.

Before the VSI journey, the seminary func-
tioned faithfully through responsiveness. 
Afterward, it continued the same ministries, 
yet with a different posture: intentional rath-
er than reactive, aligned rather than accu-
mulated. The strategic plan became less a 
managerial document and more a shared 
language that guided decisions across lead-
ership, faculty, and partnerships. This journey 
remains ongoing. Sustainability proved not to 
be a condition achieved once but a discipline 
practiced over time. Clarity must be revisited, 
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priorities reaffirmed, and direction guarded 
through repeated choices. A plan alone can-
not sustain an institution, but a community 
shaped by shared discernment can.

For theological schools globally, particular-
ly those serving rapidly expanding ministry 
contexts, the temptation is often to equate 
faithfulness with activity. Urgent needs in-
vite immediate response, and opportunities 
seem too valuable to pass up. Yet good work, 
without guiding direction, can dilute institu-
tional vocation. The experience described in 

this case suggests that long-term faithful-
ness requires intentional limitation: choosing 
not only what to do but also what to center, 
and the courage to choose not only what 
to pursue but also what to sustain. The VSI 
process enabled STTAA to recognize that 
sustainability is ultimately theological: the re-
sponsible stewardship of a calling entrusted 
to a community across generations. Strategic 
planning, therefore, becomes not preparation 
for institutional survival but communal par-
ticipation in God’s ongoing work. 
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N
early 20 years ago, when 
Scholar Leaders, the orga-
nization with which I serve, 
asked schools about faculty 
development plans, we often 

received vague answers about needed 
personnel to cover specific content areas 
such as New Testament or Systematic 
Theology. Often, faculty development sim-
ply meant recruiting academically gifted 
students and establishing the sequence in 
which they might pursue their advanced 
degrees. However, plans were rarely writ-
ten down or strategic. When a second or 
third scholar from the same institution ap-
plied for doctoral scholarship support to 
Scholar Leaders but was in the same field 

as the previous two, we began to wonder 
if the school had a plan. 

Encouragingly, the first written plan we en-
countered was robust, with seven students 
identified to obtain degrees in different dis-
ciplines from multiple institutions. Upon their 
return, these new faculty members would 
move the school from a largely missionary 
faculty to a predominantly local faculty in 
less than a decade. The plan was exemplary 
– yet it represented a limited view of faculty 
development as nothing more than an initial 
investment in academic training. 

The term faculty development deserves at-
tention concerning its two components. First, 

DEVELOPING A COMMUNITY 
OF SCHOLARS: BUILDING A 

UNIFIED FACULTY IN 
THEOLOGICAL SCHOOLS 
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Abstract

Several current trends lend themselves toward increased isolation and individualization 
within the faculties of theological schools. Financial pressures, less face-to-face interaction 
with students, increased technology use, and increasing use of adjunct faculty members can 
all cause greater individualism for both students and faculty. Yet, even with such headwinds, 
schools will benefit from intentional actions to develop their faculty as a scholarly community, 
as a community of practice. Faculty warrant investment as the most important resource for 
accomplishing a school’s mission.   



 ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2  /  24  25  /  ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2

the word “faculty” is a collective noun that 
most often means the collection of individual 
members who constitute the academic staff 
– teachers – at an institution. Occasionally, it 
may refer to the individual members of a fac-
ulty, but most often, it assumes the collective. 
One would likely not refer to a single teach-
er as a “faculty.” A better description would 
be what Graham Cheesman refers to as the 
“team of teachers” (2018 loc. 819). Further-
more, the word development implies growth, 
direction, and improvement. Faculties do not 
simply appear. They are formed and change 
– hopefully in the direction of improvement – 
over time. 

That process of faculty development might 
be thought of as three-fold: The process of 
adding new faculty members (identifica-
tion, recruitment, training, assimilation) is 
the critical first step. However, an academic 
degree does not necessarily prepare one for 
all the demands of a faculty position. Writ-
ing a dissertation does not inherently make 
one a good teacher. The process of individ-
ual research and writing required for a PhD 
differs considerably from the process of 
mentoring students. Therefore, the second 
component of faculty development includes 
ongoing growth as educators, scholars, and 
mentors. The third aspect of faculty develop-
ment attends to the faculty as the collective. 
In the first two aspects, adding new faculty 
members and enhancing the capabilities of 
existing faculty members can focus on indi-
viduals. This third component ensures that 
the first two occur in the context of the larger 
community of scholars – the faculty. 

This paper will focus primarily on the third 
aspect of how theological institutions can 
develop a sense of community among their 
faculty members, especially in light of some 
of the challenges that emerge with chang-
es in theological education, namely: 1) the 
decline of residential models as new short-
term study and technology-enabled learning 
modes develop; 2) the decline of use of full-
time faculty and the parallel growth of ad-
junct and part-time faculty, and 3) the con-
tinued rising costs faced by institutions. The 
paper will conclude with some responses to 
help institutions continue to develop a robust 
faculty community.

The Importance of Faculty Development

Faculty help form students through teaching 
and mentoring. They help lead the Church in 
theological reflection and help the institution 
develop its prophetic voice to address press-
ing issues facing the Church and society 
within a specific cultural context. In short, the 
faculty are the primary vehicle through which 
the institution accomplishes its mission. (For 
more on faculty development and the mission 
of the institution, see Hunter (2018), “Faculty 
Development in Service to the Mission of the 
School” and Hunter (2019), “Defining Pro-
phetic Voice as a Calling for the Theological 
School.”) 

Certainly, recruiting and credentialing faculty 
members are a necessary aspect of faculty 
development. The process ensures the insti-
tution’s sustainability. Schools should consid-
er various factors as they invite new mem-
bers to join their faculties through internal 
development or external hiring.

However, once the school has a set of faculty 
members, the institution should also invest in 
their ongoing development. Allan Harkness 
has outlined a set of five competencies need-
ed among faculty members to ensure that 
the whole group serves the school effective-
ly. (Harkness describes effective faculty as 
responsive communicators, proficient educa-
tors, reflective colleagues, transformational 
leaders, and innovative teachers (2021, 42).) 
At his seminary in Asia, they referred to this 
process of gaining competencies as faculty 
enrichment (Harkness 2021, 41). Each mem-
ber of a school’s faculty has a set of individu-
al skills to offer to the whole, but each mem-
ber also needs opportunities to enhance their 
capabilities so that the individual teachers 
can be more effective in serving the school. 
As Harkness rightly describes, the most ef-
fective faculty members not only hone their 
skills but do so self-reflectively, understand-
ing how they contribute to a whole that is 
greater than the sum of its parts. 

Viewing the Faculty As a Community

While “faculty” may be a collective noun that 
implies a group, that does not mean that 
the group is inherently a community. Across 

much of the academy, the emphasis on intel-
lectual freedom has translated into a priori-
tization of personal autonomy. Hendrickson, 
Lane, Harris, and Dorman refer to institutions 
at which this has happened as “organized 
anarchies” (2013, 29). Citing Bennet (2008), 
Tiénou describes faculty members, especially 
when locked into their allegiance to their dis-
cipline, as characterized by “insistent individ-
ualism” (2018, 30). Indeed, left unattended, 
faculties naturally default to being simply a 
list of individuals operating together only out 
of bureaucratic necessity. As Theron laments, 
“Faculty usually meet only for official school 
events and faculty business meetings. Most 
faculty have limited knowledge about the 
interests and responsibilities of their peers” 
(2018, Loc. 3115). Tiénou writes, “After all, in 
most cases, persons join the collective entity 
called the faculty on the basis of their exper-
tise, teaching abilities, and/or scholarly con-
tributions. Seldom emphasized is the idea 
that candidates for faculty positions are in-
vited to join a community” (2018, 26). 

Indeed, the academic system rewards indi-
vidual activities, especially the (usually solo) 
activity of publication. Very few institutions 
have procedures to recognize individuals who 
are “good citizens” of the faculty community. 
Yet a robust sense of community is actual-
ly necessary for individual faculty members 
and the faculty as a whole to serve students 
and the institution’s mission well. Therefore, 
the development of a sense of faculty com-
munity is not an overarching objective itself, a 
luxury or nice add-on, but rather instrumen-
tal to accomplishing the institutional mission. 
Baskamp and Ory believe that the most criti-
cal questions of education can only be asked 
within the community: “To the extent that the 
university fails as an exemplary community, 
it fails in its educational mission” (1994, 48). 
They further argue that a sense of commu-
nity is a means to “enhance teaching and 
learning,” is “critical to faculty development,” 
and “provides motivation and meaning to the 
members” (1994, 49). Developing a sense of 
community is vital to the development of an 
effective faculty.

Lest one think that such a community be im-
portant only within the walls of the institution, 
it is helpful to remember that the sense of 
community – or lack thereof – has direct con-

sequences for the life of the Church. Faculty 
members, both individually and as a group, 
can play a vital role in the Church. Farley rec-
ognizes that theological faculty members 
serve the Church as they “give cognitive and 
theoretical foundations to an indispensable 
practice” (1983, 86). Similarly, Cannell states, 
“The seminary, with a functioning community 
of scholars, should provide assistance to the 
church as it seeks to embrace a more bibli-
cally consistent understanding of leadership” 
(2006, 251). She goes on to write about the 
importance of the connection between the 
academy and the Church: “A community of 
scholars in some form is desperately need-
ed by churches that tend to base decisions 
about leadership, organization, and ministry 
on other than biblically informed principles 
and sound scholarship. However, the com-
munity of scholars must not be disconnected 
from the Church and its mission in the world” 
(Cannell 2005, 257). Because the faculty of 
a theological institution steward a unique 
resource of knowledge, training, and com-
munal wisdom, their unity and synergy are 
vital not only for achieving the school’s mis-
sion but also for developing and guiding the 
Church.

Even as we recognize the importance of a 
school’s faculty having a sense of commu-
nal life, we must recognize that developing 
such a sense of community among scholars 
in an institution can be difficult. Cheeseman 
writes, “[O]ne great task of faculty devel-
opment, then, is the molding together of a 
disparate group of people, which with his 
or her own ministry and calling, so they can 
together contribute to the common calling of 
the theological institution” (2018, loc. 1134). 
Tiénou (2018) describes this understanding 
as “institutional citizenship,” in which facul-
ty members recognize that their role is not 
something about which they simply gains 
knowledge (perhaps from an employee man-
ual) but instead is lived out as part of institu-
tional life. He further writes, “Institutional cit-
izenship is understood as the behavior and 
practices of faculty members that promote 
and strengthen their fit within the institution-
al culture and contribute to personal and in-
stitutional well-being” (26). Personal benefit 
still comes but does so in the context of the 
whole.
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Considering all of these factors together, 
we see that, if the community of scholars is 
critical to the achievement of an institution’s 
mission, then the institution ought to see its 
faculty as part of its plans for sustainability 
and impact.

Three Trends Affecting the Development of 
Faculty As a Community of Scholars

Developing an institution’s community of 
scholars requires intentionality – and three 
current trends in higher education are mak-
ing such a community even more difficult to 
achieve. 

1. An increasingly individualistic approach 
to education. The decline of residential train-
ing and the shift toward shorter, more in-
tense periods of study, sometimes spread 
out over periods of time, combined with the 
rise of technology-enabled learning, means 
that most faculty spend less time face to 
face with students – and perhaps with one 
another. Online, hybrid, and modular for-
mats require professors to shift their expec-
tations for when, how, and where they will 
work with students and with one another. 
For many students, the format changes meet 
individualistic needs. Whereas the previ-
ous forms of residential training required all 
students to relocate to campus, where they 
had to live alongside one another, online and 
modular programs mean that students can 
remain rooted where they are, often continu-
ing to serve in ministry while pursuing their 
training. This fact can have wonderful ben-
efits. However, it also means that students 
and faculty have far less “life together” on 
campus. The online environment, in which 
each student and each professor is a box on 
a screen, promotes and reinforces individual-
ity rather than community.

Implications for the Faculty Community: De-
pending on the school, the calendar rhythms 
and the program’s size, faculty members may 
see students spending less time on campus 
and therefore see their own time on campus 
as less important. Online teaching can hap-
pen from anywhere with a laptop and an in-
ternet connection. If students spend less total 
time on campus and more of them roll through 
at different times throughout the year, rela-

tional connections between students and 
professors may soften. Furthermore, if much 
of the activity on the school’s campus cen-
tered around students, these changes may 
again cause an increased orientation away 
from campus for faculty members. 

Individualized teaching, delivery, and op-
portunities have many benefits for students. 
However, one can also imagine that they can 
lead to a consumerist mentality among stu-
dents who shop for the best deals, the best 
content, and the best deliveries, yet in their 
consumption, move away from the process 
of formation in community. If professors re-
spond in kind, a sense of institutional com-
munity will naturally diminish.

As community decreases, isolation increas-
es. Even before the online course boom, Eib 
and Miller (2006) noted that many professors 
across the university had a sense of isolation, 
a lack of community, and a lack of belonging. 
Research agendas, course loads, and admin-
istrative demands can pull faculty members 
away from a sense of community. 

The trend toward individualized learning can 
increase what Parker Palmer calls privatiza-
tion:  

“Privatization creates more than individ-
ual pain; it creates institutional incompe-
tence as well. By privatizing teaching, we 
make it next to impossible for the acade-
my to become more adept at its teaching 
mission. The growth of any skill depends 
heavily on honest dialogue among those 
who are doing it. Some of us grow by pri-
vate trial and error, but our willingness to 
try and fail is severely limited when we are 
not supported by a community that en-
courages such risks. The most likely out-
come when any function is privatized is 
that people will perform the function con-
servatively, refusing to stray far from the 
silent consensus on what ‘works’ – even 
when it clearly does not. That I am afraid, 
too often describes the state of teaching in 
the privatized academy.” (Palmer 1999, 1)

Palmer wrote before the internet boom had 
fully arrived. Still, one can conjure the image 
of a professor alone in her office, teaching a 

group of students, each one alone in her or 
his workspace, all interacting through per-
sonal computers – connected yet isolated. 

These challenges may also bring opportu-
nities, some of which will receive attention 
below. But as a community of scholars, an 
institution’s faculty must take care to ensure 
that trends toward online education, with its 
tendencies to individualism and isolation, do 
not diminish community.

2. The decline of full-time faculty and increas-
ing use of adjuncts and part-time faculty: Fif-
ty years ago, most faculty in most schools 
held full-time, tenure track positions. But that 
reality has shifted. Litt, Perez, and Lohmann 
observe, “In 2007, however, faculties are 
overwhelmingly dominated by adjunct pro-
fessors” (11). While their research focused 
on the U.S. and did not specifically account 
for theological schools or Christian universi-
ties, the lessons can help theological schools 
in the Majority World, where many pressures 
also push for increased use of adjunct, part-
time, and visiting faculty. 

By the nature of their role, adjuncts have less 
time for students and are less accessible due 
to the limited time they can give the institu-
tion (whether online or on campus). In the uni-
versity, this often means that students taught 
primarily by adjuncts receive less advising, 
fewer opportunities for informal conversa-
tions or scheduled meetings, less help, less 
tutoring, and less mentoring. Many adjuncts 
in the U.S. teach at multiple universities and 
do not have time or bandwidth to engage in 
the broader life of any single institution (Kil-
ner 2004). From a faculty standpoint, adjunct 
and part-time professors are often consid-
ered to be outsiders. They do not have a deep 
commitment to the institution – nor does the 
institution have a deep commitment to them.

These realities have ramifications for Majority 
World theological education, even if adjuncts 
and visiting professors are not as prevalent 
there as in the U.S. First, adjunct, part-time, 
and visiting faculty can only engage one 
part of the school’s mission (teaching). They 
rarely engage in mentoring, scholarship, and 
cultivating prophetic voice. For example, they 

don’t have time and do not usually get paid 
to mentor students. 

Of course, this challenge – the time and ef-
fort required to mentor students – exists for 
full-time faculty as well. In the same way 
that Tiénou remarked that the system does 
not have many ways to reward institutional 
citizenship, Cannell remarks on the lack of 
incentives for mentoring students: “Faculty 
are not rewarded academically for modeling 
spirituality; in fact, if they spend too much 
time being spiritual mentors, they could suf-
fer academically, and their career progress 
might be jeopardized” (2006, 95). Teach-
er evaluations, course enrollment, and the 
dreaded axiom “publish or perish” often drive 
faculty member priorities. Thus, mentoring is 
just one example of what might suffer if too 
much of the faculty role moves away from 
committed core faculty to those outside the 
institution.

Another concern from the increased use of 
adjunct, part-time, and visiting faculty is an 
expanding divide between research and 
teaching. In theological education, adjuncts 
almost exclusively engage in teaching. Al-
though few professors in the Majority World 
have extensive time for research, when they 
do, such research is most often limited to full-
time faculty members. Yet research invigo-
rates and enhances teaching, as professors 
bring new ideas from their current projects 
to the classroom or inject the most recent 
sources into their syllabi. Research increases 
the “utility and relevance of instruction” (Litt 
et al. 32). Adjuncts may be gifted instructors, 
but they don’t host research seminars, orga-
nize symposia, or invite students to join their 
research. 

Upsides to Limited Use of Adjuncts, Part-
time, and Visiting Faculty: While cautions 
about the over-reliance on adjunct or out-
side faculty exist, adjunct faculty also play 
an important role in the life of the theologi-
cal school. First, as Kilner (2004) records, ad-
junct faculty allow more diversity in teaching 
ranks. Diversity increases the voices, faces, 
and perspectives that teach students about 
the word of God. For theological schools, this 
may include having visiting or adjunct pro-
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fessors from other countries or cultural con-
texts, adding specific content expertise, or 
increasing opportunities for students to learn 
from women. (With regard to opportunities 
for women, teaching is very important – but 
if the only women teaching at a school are in 
outsider or limited roles, then they naturally 
will not have a chance to move into academic 
leadership (Eguizabal 2018 loc. 4950).)

Another area of possible benefit is an in-
creased connection with the Church. The 
community of scholars must serve the 
Church and remain connected (per Cannell 
above). Bringing in adjunct or visiting faculty 
from church ranks can help to bridge the gap 
and ensure that teaching remains relevant 
to the church. However, if the benefit of such 
church-rooted instructors is to reach beyond 
the classroom, integrating adjunct members 
with the broader faculty will have to happen.  

Schools will do well to consider how the use 
of adjuncts, part-time, and visiting faculty im-
pact their community of scholars. How does 
this trend impact the work of the faculty, and 
how does it impact the development of the 
community? Awareness and intentional ac-
tion are key.

3. Continued financial challenges to sustain 
theological education: Theological educa-
tion everywhere faces considerable financial 
pressures. Typically, tuition covers 25-50% 
of the institution’s total budget, which means 
that schools lose cash on every student (see 
Smith 2018). Schools must manage this re-
ality by seeking to increase revenue through 
donations or third stream projects and by 
seeking to reduce costs wherever possible. 

One way to control costs is to use adjunct, 
part-time, and visiting faculty. In the U.S., eco-
nomic realities drive many decisions to hire 
adjuncts because adjuncts are far cheaper 
than full-time faculty. Even without the bene-
fit packages due to full-time faculty, individu-
al professor’s salaries represent one of, if not 
the largest, expenses in a school’s budget. 
In the Majority World, a survey of schools in 
the Scholar Leaders Vital Sustainability Ini-
tiative shows that, on average, 35-70% of a 
school’s budget goes toward faculty salaries. 
Faculty members are expensive. In addition, 

developing a new full-time faculty member 
often takes 5-10 years, depending on when 
she or he is identified, which degrees they 
will earn, and where they must go to obtain 
them. After that, the institution must ensure 
that they can retain full-time faculty mem-
bers and must invest in ongoing faculty en-
richment. Thus, utilizing outside faculty can 
save money (especially if said faculty come 
with missionary support and do not require a 
salary from the school). 

Two conversations illustrate the challenging 
financial realities schools face. First, a cau-
tion about full-time faculty development: 
Above I mentioned the school that had the 
first written faculty development plan our 
organization had seen – a solid plan to help 
scholars obtain their degrees. However, due 
to unforeseen circumstances, those seven 
graduates all returned to their full-time fac-
ulty roles within a two-year window. The 
school rejoiced to see its faculty ranks grow 
from two local members to nine, but then 
they realized that their long-range budget 
had not accounted for this rapid addition of 
salaries, housing allowances, etc. New full-
time faculty members create considerable 
ongoing expenses for a school. A second 
conversation occurred several years ago 
with a school president about his faculty de-
velopment plan. When we spoke, half of the 
faculty at his institution were missionaries or 
other outsiders. When asked what an ideal 
ratio might be, the leader said no more than 
25%. However, budget constraints would 
not allow them to develop their local faculty 
as they desired. 

Every school must wrestle with its own fi-
nancial pressures and recognize that they 
have real implications for the faculty com-
munity. In one instance, finances limited the 
make-up of the faculty community and who 
the school could hire into their full-time ranks. 
In another example, finances created addi-
tional strain on the community, as the school 
did not have an adequate budget to fund sal-
aries at their intended levels. No matter what 
the situation, schools must recognize their 
own financial realities and plan to develop 
their scholarly community according to their 
current and future resources. 

Responses that Can Help Develop the Fac-
ulty Community

The following ideas represent some ways in 
which an institution can develop its commu-
nity of scholars. 

1.  Focus on mission and collective calling: 
Theological schools and school leaders must 
remember that mission drives everything. 
If the faculty carry out the school’s mission, 
then they, above all, must remain attuned 
to that mission. For theological schools that 
mission includes its two-fold role in equip-
ping students for Christian service and ex-
ercising prophetic voice in the church and 
society (Hunter 2019, 10). For institutional 
leaders, this means that the job of casting vi-
sion and refocusing the institutional commu-
nity, especially the faculty, on the mission is 
essential. As Eguizabal writes, “Another im-
portant aspect related to calling is a strong 
desire or commitment to support the mis-
sion and vision of the institution” (2018, loc. 
4550). Such a commitment to mission draws 
the faculty community together in ways 
that no programming, meetings, retreats, or 
funding can accomplish. John Bennet (2008) 
explains that a mutual commitment among 
faculty members is the unifying factor – not 
a common location, teaching space, or class 
name. Instead, the unifying factor is a com-
mitment to the mission of the school and its 
role in edifying the Church for the sake of 
God’s mission. 

2.  Develop and articulate the unique values, 
characteristics, and culture of the institution: 
Tiénou (2018) indicates that good institu-
tional citizens fit within the culture of an in-
stitution. In fact, whether or not a prospective 
full- or part-time faculty understands and is 
zealous for the institution’s mission should be 
one qualification for hiring. Then, to integrate 
new members and orient part-time or visit-
ing faculty, schools should find ways to de-
scribe what makes their community work the 
way it does (assuming that it is functioning 
healthily). Sywulka places the weight of this 
responsibility on school leaders (2018, loc. 
1326). After identifying that ideal, leaders 
must find ways to help the community own 
the organization’s culture. 

The Arab Baptist Theological Seminary 
(ABTS) in Beirut, Lebanon, has articulated its 
values so that they are owned by the facul-
ty community. These values revolve around 
their philosophy of education and their ap-
proach to the Islamic context of the Middle 
East (see also Hunter 2019). Before they are 
hired, each potential faculty member must 
read and respond to a pair of articles that cov-
er pedagogy and ABTS’s unique approach to 
Christianity and Islam. The interview process 
includes a discussion between the candidate 
and other faculty members that engages the 
topics addressed in the articles (but does not 
require complete agreement). In this way, the 
school communicates its values and institu-
tional culture clearly, shaping the community 
of scholars through the hiring process. 

3.  Implement an onboarding process for full-
time faculty and an orientation for adjuncts: 
Schools should consider how they bring new 
members into their community, including 
those who take on recurring part-time or ad-
junct roles. How does one become an institu-
tional citizen? Are there a series of meetings, 
a handbook, or other materials that help the 
newcomer understand what makes this par-
ticular institution unique in its pursuit of col-
lective calling and how it engages its context? 
In addition to reading materials, seminars, or 
other explicit teaching, schools might consid-
er how experienced faculty could mentor ju-
nior faculty. How do new teachers learn the 
school’s unwritten expectations? Who will 
help show them what citizenship looks like in 
this community?

One effective model for the development of 
new faculty members (recruitment, training, 
assimilation) can be found in the Faculty in 
Training (FIT) model at South Asia Institute 
for Advanced Christian Studies (SAIACS). 
Those accepted into the FIT program are 
emerging faculty who have begun their stud-
ies in a split-site or local PhD program so 
that they can remain on campus at SAIACS 
during their doctoral research. They teach 
part-time, with a significant portion of their 
time reserved for their PhD studies. In ad-
dition to their formal supervisors, they also 
have an in-house faculty member from SA-
IACS who mentors them as they teach, en-
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gage the seminary community, and become 
fully integrated as a member of the SAIACS 
faculty. Through this mentorship and by en-
gaging their soon-to-be peers, FIT candi-
dates become assimilated into SAIACS’s cul-
ture, values, and community.

4.  Consider new definitions of community and 
connectedness to the Church: The decline of 
full-time residential studies and the increase 
of online learning create several challeng-
es – and opportunities for faculty members 
and students alike. While certain aspects of 
professorial influence may wane with less 
time on campus, schools can consider new 
definitions of community. Not all formation 
must occur on campus or under the direction 
of a professor; in fact, distributed learning 
may create new connections with the local 
church. Local pastors may supplement or 
even take over the work of campus chaplains 
as they mentor students. Online cohorts may 
find new ways to connect that enrich or even 
surpass relationships developed in the con-
ventional classroom. Schools should be open 
to new ideas for accomplishing formation.

One school that is thinking in creative new 
patterns is Colombo Theological Seminary 
(CTS) in Sri Lanka. It has long used a mod-
el of semi-permanent satellite campuses in 
which very few students ever come to their 
main campus in the capital city. Instead, pro-
fessors travel to centers around the country 
where they teach cohorts of students. Local 
pastors lead the discipleship of young lead-
ers, so much so that a pastoral recommenda-
tion is required for both admission and grad-
uation. Through their distributed education 
model, CTS has increased connections with 
the church, developed community among 
regional cohorts, and remained true to their 
mission.

5.  Use course and competency development 
as a way to enhance community: When 
faced with the daunting task of adding online 
courses and programs to their department, 
Eib and Miller found a way to utilize training 
to develop the faculty community. Building on 
Vygotsky’s (1978) social construction frame-
work, from this experience they stress that 

learning is a social process in which knowl-
edge is best formulated through “sharing and 
comparing learnings and understandings 
with others” (Eib and Miller 2006, 2). As at 
many schools in the Majority World, their fac-
ulty members remained skeptical of the qual-
ity of teaching that could be accomplished 
online and whether students would have 
adequate access to technology. In response, 
they developed a yearlong institute built 
around the concept of a community of prac-
tice (Senge 1990). Wenger and associates 
define that community as a group of people 
who “share a concern, a set of problems, or 
a passion about a topic, and how to deepen 
their knowledge and expertise in this area by 
interacting on an ongoing basis” (2002, 50). 
Instead of simply conducting skills training, 
the group asked faculty members to work on 
a set of problems from real-world teaching 
experiences. They made their objective to en-
hance teaching effectiveness, not technology 
use, although participants also developed 
specific competencies needed to address 
those real problems (Eib and Miller 2006, 
5). Their team helped the department grow 
in the requisite knowledge while developing 
their community and implementing a collec-
tively owned action plan. 

In the end, Eib and Miller state, “Critical fac-
tors for success, whether in face to face or 
online environments, lie in the effective de-
sign of the teaching and learning environ-
ment, facilitation and support of the process 
and, underlying all of this, commitment to the 
goal of developing communities of practice 
and learning organizations by those in deci-
sion making roles” (2006, 13). According to 
Senge, learning together not only produces 
better results from the group, but “the indi-
vidual members are growing more rapidly 
than could have occurred otherwise” (1990, 
10). In these instances, both the group and 
the individual benefit from the collaborative 
effort. 

A collaborative approach naturally builds 
community as participants share with one 
another. To offer another example: South 
American Theological Seminary in Brazil has 
long practiced a collaborative syllabus re-

view at the beginning of each term. This ap-
proach differs from Ferris’ (2018) suggested 
review by the dean in that it involves all fac-
ulty members, not just the leadership. During 
this time, faculty circulate, critique, improve, 
and recommend resources for one another’s 
classes. They also ensure that their curricu-
lum is integrated and that they do not leave 
gaps or duplicate material. This process im-
proves courses and helps to increase a sense 
of shared mission. 

6.  Share in research projects together: When 
faculty members share their research with 
one another, formally or informally, they el-
evate the value of scholarly activity. They 
also spur one other to consider new ideas 
and share new sources. Such work can come 
through a gathering like the German Stam-
mtisch, in which colleagues meet to discuss 
whatever idea is brought to the group – or 
through more formal modes such as an an-
nual theology conference with published 
proceedings. 

If the faculty decide to engage a particular 
topic together, that may help them deepen 
their sense of community and help the school 
establish its prophetic voice. For example, 
faculty at the Biblical Seminary of Colombia 
(FUSBC in Spanish) led a multi-disciplinary 
research project about displaced people 
that integrated social science, theology, and 
economics. As those involved produced aca-
demic papers, seminary curricula, and church 
resources, they leaned into their values of 
hospitality and addressed one of the most 
pressing issues in Colombian society. 

7.  Create faculty spaces for formal and 
non-formal interactions: To encourage fac-
ulty members to interact, schools can in-

tentionally create what Cheeseman refers 
to as “faculty spaces,” in which faculty can 
spend time with one another and build rela-
tionships (2018, loc. 1143). Schools have de-
veloped numerous ways that fit their unique 
structures, contexts, and needs. Ferris (2018) 
lists faculty luncheons as one example of 
how schools might build community. At the 
Evangelical Theological Seminary in Cairo, 
the faculty would gather monthly for lunch 
and theology, during which one member of 
the faculty would present from their current 
research. For many schools, coffee breaks 
(e.g., Ethiopia and Moldova) or tea breaks 
(e.g., India) provide a time when all faculty 
members come together and interact. Tié-
nou (2018) recounts how a simple change 
of meeting room suddenly took faculty meet-
ings from being business to be endured to 
being welcome sessions of fellowship, for the 
small price of some coffee and refreshments. 
In each of these examples, the institution 
demonstrated that it valued community and 
dedicated time and space for its develop-
ment among the faculty members.

Conclusion

Several current trends lend themselves to 
increased isolation within a school’s faculty. 
Financial pressures, less face-to-face inter-
action with students, increased technology 
use, and increasing use of adjunct faculty 
members can all lead to greater individual-
ism for both students and faculty. Yet, even 
with such headwinds, schools will benefit from 
intentional actions to develop the community of 
scholars, the community of practice, that is its 
faculty. The faculty’s individual members and its 
existence as a collective whole both warrant in-
vestment because the faculty are the most nec-
essary resource by which the school accomplish-
es its mission. 
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W
hy does it matter, for women’s develop-
ment as leaders, that they be given op-
portunities to preach and to hear other 
women preach? This article looks at sem-
inary practices in the Majority World that 

lead to and that hinder women’s flourishing as preachers, 
focusing on the crucial question of whether they are wel-
comed into the pulpits of their schools’ chapel services, 
onto the platforms of church internships, and into the po-
diums of denominational gatherings. The article will high-
light the crucial role that preaching plays in leaders’ de-
velopment, as preaching teaches Christian leaders how 
to move deftly from Scripture text to sermon and from 
textbook theology to well-articulated, embodied theology 
that touches and transforms. The task of preparing and 
giving sermons develops Christian leaders’ strength and 
confidence and builds them into individuals who can win 
trust, motivate, catalyze, and skillfully persuade the com-
munity of Christ. 

Abstract

Several current trends lend themselves toward increased 
isolation and individualization within the faculties of theolog-
ical schools. Financial pressures, less face-to-face interaction 
with students, increased technology use, and increasing use 
of adjunct faculty members can all cause greater individual-
ism for both students and faculty. Yet, even with such head-
winds, schools will benefit from intentional actions to devel-
op their faculty as a scholarly community, as a community of 
practice. Faculty warrant investment as the most important 
resource for accomplishing a school’s mission.   
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As we consider where we see women preach-
ing in Scripture, let me begin with a cheeky 
question about some of the so-called “songs” 
of women in Scripture. When Hannah boldly 
declared (1 Sam. 2:1-10) that there is no rock 
like our God and no Holy One like the Lord, 
was that a song – or a sermon? My Bible’s 
heading labels it a prayer. However, since at 
no point does she address God or ask God 
for anything, is that the most accurate label? 
When Mary dug deep into the wells of her 
tradition (Luke 1:46-55) to proclaim that God 
was in the business of lifting up the lowly, 
scattering the proud, and helping his servant, 
Israel, was she singing – or preaching? When 
Deborah exulted in the victory God brought 
to her people over their enemies (Judges 5), 
she was no doubt carrying a tune. But was 
this not also a narrative sermon, reframing a 
recent event in light of the character of God 
as a strong and merciful deliverer? 

Is it possible that some have described 
these belted-out sermons as songs in order 
to erase the multiple instances in Scripture 
where women publicly exegete the Scrip-
tures (or, at that time, their oral traditions)? 
Does this inaccurately minimize the instanc-
es in which women boldly testify to their rel-
evance in their particular moment, in which 
women ardently urge others to turn and em-
brace the goodness of God? In short, were 
they not preaching, this great company of 
women? 

Preaching’s Power for Speakers and Hearers

Something powerful happens when wom-
en preach. Mary did indeed treasure many 
things in her heart, but when she opened her 
mouth, fiery truth came forth. I have had the 
midwife-like delight of being in the room with 
women who are preaching for the first time. 
Sometimes they are daring to do something 
their church has admonished them not to 
do. They gingerly open the Bible, sometimes 
gripping the podium or shuffling their notes, 
gathering strength. Then they launch. They 
give speech to inchoate experiences of God’s 
healing power. They articulate complex 
theological truths with deep and rich simplic-

ity, and they artfully connect distant, ancient 
texts to the context of right here, right now. 
They unleash the fierce power of the Word to 
bring about an encounter between God and 
humanity. And we who listen hear truth that 
plants seeds of transformation in our hearts. 

Something powerful also happens within 
women when they preach. I wonder how 
Mary felt when she sat down after voic-
ing her song/preaching her sermon. I know 
how my students feel because they tell me 
and because I can see it on their faces: They 
are exhausted and exhilarated at the same 
time. They have pressed through the fear. 
They have silenced the voices telling them 
that preaching is not women’s work, that it 
is somehow wrong or at least unseemly, that 
the sky will fall if they disrupt the familiar or-
der. They know something that they didn’t 
know before. They know what they are ca-
pable of and how joyful and glorious it can 
be to connect listeners to truths that might 
transform them.

If they commit to honing this skill, the very 
process of articulation will sharpen their 
thinking. They will learn to organize their 
thoughts in ways that flow and build and 
connect. They will learn to distill a passage 
of Scripture with a wide-ranging number of 
themes into an overarching theme that forms 
the through-line for a coherent and compel-
ling sermon. Not only their thinking but their 
leadership capacities will grow. Preaching 
will develop them as leaders who can cast 
vision, teach, inspire, comfort, and exhort 
gathered groups. Such influence is a crucial 
dimension of leadership, but many women 
are only given the scope to exert it in one-on-
one settings or with children. 

The Costs When Female Seminarians and 
Professors Are Not Preaching

These beautiful fruits of women’s preach-
ing are why I am saddened that so many 
seminaries in the Majority World still do not 
encourage or allow their female students to 
preach. In many schools, chapel preaching is 
done entirely by men. Many women find that 

their church internship placements do not in-
volve preaching, so they return from a place-
ment with less skill development under their 
belt than their male counterparts. Sometimes, 
they are admitted to homiletics classes with 
the caveat that they should understand what 
they are doing as “sharing.” In other schools, 
they are not admitted to the programs that 
require preaching courses. 

One of the costs of denominational cultures 
that do not welcome the voices of women is 
that it is difficult to recruit female would-be 
students to seminary at all. If I lived in a town 
where everyone had decided to remove their 
teeth and drink a liquid diet, I would not go 
into dentistry. I would have no vision for a 
good future for myself in that field. It is noth-
ing short of miraculous that women do con-
tinue to attend seminaries in contexts where 
their hope of finding work doing what they 
have trained to do is very low. They contin-
ue to attend seminary because they believe 
that God has called them to do so, because 
they are excited to learn what seminary can 
teach, and in hope-against-hope of denomi-
national change.    

Felicia Chinyere Priest, Professor of Theol-
ogy at International Leadership University 
in Nairobi, Kenya and Associate Director for 
Women in Theological Education at the As-
sociation for Christian Theological Education 
in Africa (ACTEA), shares her experience of 
this dynamic. She says, “The problem is more 
with the churches than the seminaries. Op-
portunities are not available for women when 
they graduate, so it is hard to recruit them. 
Women still come to seminary – because 
they sense a direct call from God.” Though 
churches may be further behind than semi-
naries, academic spaces are not much bet-
ter, in her experience. She shares, “The sem-
inaries are very masculine spaces. A recent 
class I taught had 40 men and two women. 
When they can’t preach (in their churches), 
women don’t get the chance to practice and 
improve, nor to apply what they are learn-
ing in the seminary. There are few faculty, 
which means mentoring is hard, as faculty 
are stretched. The seminary is poorer for the 

imbalance.” Recently at a school where she 
taught, 12 men were sent (fully sponsored) 
to go for PhDs – but zero women. Even so, 
she continues to trust and believe that AC-
TEA is working to craft policies and accredi-
tation standards that will make African semi-
naries and Bible colleges more welcoming for 
female students and faculty. 

A further cost when women are not regu-
larly preaching in classrooms and seminary 
chapels is to the male students, who miss 
out on an opportunity to see women, and to 
see preaching itself, in a different way. When 
male students from settings that have not af-
firmed women in pulpits see women preach-
ing, this event widens their horizons of what 
is possible and good. As Doreen Alcoran 
Benavidez, Dean of the Saleng Leadership 
Institute in the Philippines, puts it, “In my ex-
perience what the young people need are 
models. We need to have them experience a 
woman leader to convince them that wom-
en can preach and teach. As a woman pas-
tor, some of the Reformed pastors changed 
their position when they met me.  Why? They 
heard me present a paper at a conference 
and heard me preach. They were in my class 
for a semester. They had an experience with 
me.” Having watched Benavidez gently but 
firmly challenge an unintended but clear 
slight to women at an international confer-
ence of theological educators, I can testify 
that she leads with both fierce conviction 
and kindness, working to lift up the voices of 
the male and female seminarians she serves 
and leads. One key to her success is a hus-
band who offers a seminar for the husbands 
of entering women students, in which he en-
courages them to do more of the household 
chores so that their wives can thrive in their 
studies – a radical idea in their context. 

Where Change is (and is not) Happening

Several organizations are working to change 
this area. Scholar Leaders is seeking to raise 
up a vibrant cohort of highly trained women 
who will not only teach but take the helm at 
seminaries, bringing systemic change through 
faithful, gracious, and persistent leadership. 



 ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2  /  38  39  /  ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2

Their road is not easy, but their work is pay-
ing off. The International Council for Evan-
gelical Theological Education (ICETE) made 
real strides in the empowerment of women 
in its most recent global gathering (Albania, 
March 2025). By far more women attended 
than ever. Dr. Anne Zaki, professor of Prac-
tical Theology at the Evangelical Theological 
Seminary of Cairo, Egypt preached excellent 
daily plenary session sermons. Seminars and 
working groups thought hard together about 
issues related to women.

At that ICETE gathering, I had the privilege of 
leading an “impact team” focused on wom-
en. My co-leaders and our participants came 
from around the globe. Each day we tack-
led a different aspect of women’s involve-
ment in theological education. We focused 
first on the experiences of women students, 
then shifted to consider faculty, women in 
senior leadership, and how societal trauma 
can play out in seminaries in adverse ways 
for women. A team of women helmed each 
session; a man with wide experience of ad-
vocating for women brought his thoughtful 
perspective as well.   

In these conversations, participants shared 
many sources of pain – from not being tak-
en seriously in faculty meetings to not being 
advanced in organizations despite being the 
most qualified candidate. But we also shared 
bright spots, such as the many male deans 
and presidents who have taken lower seats 
in order to put women forward as preachers 
and leaders, who have listened well to the 
challenges women faculty face. In addition, 
we praised how ICETE is guiding regional 
accrediting bodies to make steady progress 
in the project of holding seminaries account-
able to being welcoming for women. 

In our frank conversations at the ICETE gath-
ering, we expressed a persistent feeling – 
that of being outsiders to a club. Women con-
templating becoming faculty in theological 
education can feel like kids looking through 
the fence at a game on the playground: The 
game looks fun from the outside, but how 
will they ever get in? Once they do enter, they 
realize that they don’t know the rules or the 

lingo of the game as fully as those who’ve 
been playing for a long time. Their skills are 
not as well developed, and the fans in the 
stands seem ambivalent about whether they 
will cheer them on, give them a lukewarm 
welcome, or worse. That’s the moment when 
women faculty face a choice: to quit or to 
persevere, to find allies, figure out the rules, 
maybe make a few new ones of their own, 
and bring their A-game. In reality, women 
encounter not a single moment of decision 
but a series of gates that swing open or slam 
shut – mentors that encourage or deans that 
scold, research pathways that hit dead ends 
or that yield fruit, husbands who support or 
aging parents who need intensive care, and 
so on. 

Havilah Dharamraj, Head of Biblical Stud-
ies at SAIACS in Bangalore, India, reflects 
insightfully on this dynamic. She writes, “My 
invisibility had been the result of strong, ex-
ternal cultural currents that kept women in 
certain social roles that colored the work-
place. My journey to carve out a more equal 
place for myself started within me. To be 
heard, I started breaking gender-imposed 
silence by contributing at faculty meetings 
(even if I had to rehearse the words in my 
head before I spoke them). To be part of cer-
tain committees, or supervise dissertations, I 
ignored some senior male colleagues’ com-
mentary on my inadequacies. To connect 
and establish myself as an equal to my male 
colleagues, I made myself interested in topics 
that their breaktime conversations swirled 
around: cricket and politics, for example. I 
resisted the urge to gravitate towards the 
female company that administrative staff 
offered” (Dharamraj 2024). Dr. Dharamraj’s 
reflection here is potent as it alludes to hard 
choices, relational losses, and consistent re-
sistance to her leadership. She persevered in 
order to attain a point of influence that she 
has now leveraged for the good of the stu-
dents and faculty of her school. 

 Another theme that figured prominently at 
the ICETE gathering was that of the multi-
ple demands placed on women, especially 
women in the Majority World. Poignant sto-
ries were shared. As they juggle family re-

sponsibilities, women often feel like Elastigirl, 
the superhero from The Incredibles. Her su-
perpower is stretching in multiple directions 
and still holding tight to those she loves. 
Elastigirl makes it look easy, but this kind of 
situation is in fact one of the biggest barriers 
to advancement into senior leadership in the 
academy (or to thriving as faculty over the 
long haul) for women. Married women carry 
most of the cooking, housecleaning, and par-
enting tasks; both single and married wom-
en carry most of the burden for ongoing care 
for aging parents. Deans and mentors who 
understand this extra challenge that women 
face and can help them to navigate it well 
can make all the difference in women perse-
vering and thriving in leadership roles within 
theological institutions.  

ICETE Survey Results

Another pathway to insight into how wom-
en are faring in seminaries that we pursued 
at ICETE was a survey of women attend-
ees. The 2025 ICETE gathering had a record 
number of women present, 30% of its total 
attendees, up significantly from 20% at the 
previous gathering in 2022. Of those wom-
en, one hundred and ten responded to the 
survey, with roughly a third each from Asia 
and Africa and another third from the rest of 
the globe. Twenty-seven percent were facul-
ty, thirty-three percent were deans or pres-
idents, and the rest were administrators or 
advocates from other organizations. Many 
of the questions related to areas outside the 
scope of this article, such as use of course 
readings by women authors and the level 
of welcome women feel in faculty meetings. 
However, I will highlight two pertinent results 
here. 

First: An encouraging 80% responded that 
women preach in chapel in their seminaries, 
though this number may be artificially high 
as an indicator of the Majority World reali-
ty due to the higher number of respondents 
from the West and Asia at the event than is 
representative of schools globally. 
 
A more troubling number, relevant to the con-
cerns of this article, was that a full 41% per-
cent of these women deans, presidents, and 

faculty members felt that, “My church or de-
nomination passively supports my work but 
has never asked me to lead or speak,” with 
14% even stating that, “My church/denomi-
nation does not support or value the work I do 
for my school.” As a barometer of thriving in a 
seminary role, these numbers reveal a signif-
icant pain point for women. Even if they are 
welcomed to preach and lead on their cam-
puses, if the network of organizations that 
send students to those schools and hire them 
after graduation is passively or even actively 
resisting their ministry, that will be a source of 
potent disempowerment. It adds to the sense, 
for potential new women students, that no 
path to future employment exists at the end 
of a long seminary journey. While seminaries 
can serve the much-needed role of being an 
oasis of nurturing and positive development 
for women students who have sensed an ir-
resistible call to ministry, ultimately, if all that 
surrounds the seminary is a metaphorical 
desert, students may, with sadness, choose 
other professional paths. So seminaries must 
be not only bellwethers and barometers for 
women’s inclusion in the pulpit but catalysts 
of change within the broader organizations 
that they serve. One key way in which they 
can do this is by leveraging their influence to 
change policies and cultural climates having 
to do with women entering pulpits, for all the 
reasons highlighted here.  

Conclusion

In exploring the role that preaching plays 
in helping women students to develop as 
leaders and women faculty to thrive, I have 
sought to make the case that preaching 
matters more than we may have imagined. 
Chapel sets the tone for a school, and hom-
iletics classrooms are where the biblical and 
theological rubber meets the road. They are 
where students learn to distill all their learn-
ing and articulate it with winsome clarity. 
Preaching strengthens confidence and builds 
the skills of winning trust, persuading, and 
catalyzing others to action. In a strong sem-
inary, homiletics is not an optional elective 
but rather a cumulative, summative course, 
ideally both cornerstone (early in the curricu-
lum) and capstone of a robust seminary ed-
ucation. 
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Therefore, as theological educators and lead-
ers, let us work to make our homiletics class-
rooms and chapels as welcoming to women 
as possible. Let us also seek to change the 
cultures of our sending and receiving denom-
inations so that women will find meaningful 

internships during their seminary training 
and jobs after they graduate. Then we may 
sing and proclaim with Mary, “The mighty 
one has done great things for me; holy is his 
name.” 

Faith on the Road aims to help the Church respond to 
some of the world’s most urgent contemporary chal-
lenges – war, interreligious dialogue, creation care, trau-
ma, abuse – by engaging brilliant theological leaders 
from around the globe. These scholars live their theol-
ogy on the front lines of the world’s suffering, driven by 
the love of God and guided by the insights of Scripture.
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SCHOLAR LEADERS WOMEN’S PEER 
LEADER FORUM ROUNDTABLE: A 
CONTEXTUALIZED DISCUSSION 

OF WOMEN’S SPIRITUALITY 

I ndonesia is a vast and complex archipelago, home to over seven-
teen thousand islands, hundreds of ethnic groups, and a remark-
able diversity of cultures and religions. Any attempt to describe 
“Indonesian spirituality” must therefore be approached with hu-
mility. No single expression can fully represent the lived faith of 

over 280 million people. Yet, from my own experience as a Christian 
theologian, educator, and church leader within this context, I do see 
certain spiritual patterns that consistently emerge. These patterns are 
not merely abstract ideas; they are embodied in daily life, as, indeed, 
spirituality understands faith as a lived journey with God for the sake 
of others. In this reflection, I would like to highlight three interwoven 
dimensions of spirituality that are especially deeply rooted in the Indo-
nesian context.

1. Spirituality as a Shared Journey

One of the most defining features of Indonesian life is its communal orienta-
tion. From early childhood, we learn that our existence is inseparable from 
that of others. The Indonesian value of gotong royong, “mutual-coopera-

Editor’s Note: The Scholar Leaders Women’s Peer Leader Forum is a co-
hort of seven women leaders in theology and theological education from 
around the world. In November 2025, during one of their regular meetings, 
these women shared presentations and discussion about how spirituality 
is practiced by Christian women in their contexts. We offer revised versions 
of their presentations here in hopes that this will continue and expand the 
conversation. 

Spirituality in the Indonesian Context: A Journey
with God for the Sake of Others

Casthelia Kartika
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At the same time, it is important to clarify 
that Indonesian spirituality does not deny the 
value of inward faith, expressed in personal 
prayer, silence, Bible reading, etc. However, 
what distinguishes Indonesian spirituality is 
that personal devotion naturally flows back 
into communal life. We encounter God not 
only in private prayer but also in the shared 
rhythms of everyday life. For Christians in In-
donesia, spiritual growth is a shared pilgrim-
age. We grow in faith together and are sus-
tained together by God’s grace.

2. Spirituality Amid Religious Diversity

Another defining feature of Indonesian spiri-
tuality is its formation within a context of reli-
gious diversity. Indonesia is home to Muslims, 
Christians, Hindus, Buddhists, Confucians, 
and followers of indigenous belief systems. 
This pluralistic reality is not merely a social 
fact; it is a daily lived experience that shapes 
how faith is practiced and understood. For ex-
ample,  living in such an environment teaches 
us that spirituality cannot be triumphalistic 
or isolating. Faith that seeks to dominate or 
exclude others quickly becomes destructive, 
both socially and spiritually. We learn early 
on that to be faithful does not mean to be 
hostile and that to be convicted does not re-
quire being confrontational. So, rather than 
sharing our faith in blunt or argumentative 
ways, we witness to Christ through everyday 
relationships. We seek to hold together our 
commitment to Christ’s uniqueness with our 
respect for our neighbors’ other faiths. 

In this setting, spirituality becomes an act of 
peace-making. It is lived in the tension be-
tween conviction and openness, between 
faithfulness and hospitality. We are called to 
embody the Gospel not by withdrawing from 
the public sphere but by engaging it with hu-
mility. Our witness is often less about what 
we proclaim loudly and more about how we 
live consistently, that is, how we respect oth-
ers, how we respond to conflict, and how we 
seek the common good. This dialogical spiri-
tuality echoes Jesus’ own way of being pres-
ent in the world: deeply rooted in his identity 
and mission yet profoundly attentive to those 
around him. It reminds us that spirituality is 
not only about our relationship with God but 

also about how that relationship shapes our 
posture toward others, especially those who 
are different from us.

3. Spirituality in Struggle and Hope

A third dimension of Indonesian spirituality 
emerges from experiences of struggle. Many 
Indonesians face economic hardship, social 
inequality, political uncertainty, and, as noted 
above, environmental vulnerability. For large 
segments of the population, life is marked 
by fragility and unpredictability. Yet, it is pre-
cisely within these conditions that faith often 
grows more resilient. I have witnessed peo-
ple worship with tears, pray with trembling 
voices, and still affirm with quiet conviction, 
“Tuhan itu baik”, which means, “God is good.” 
This is not a naïve optimism that denies suf-
fering but a hard-earned hope forged in the 
midst of pain. It is a spirituality that refuses to 
let suffering have the final word.

In many Indonesian churches, worship is 
not separated from life’s struggles. Songs of 
praise are sung by those who carry heavy 
burdens. Testimonies are shared by those 
who have walked through loss and uncer-
tainty. Service to others continues even when 
resources are scarce, as seen when people 
give time and care despite having little to 
spare. This resilience reflects a deep trust 
in God’s presence, not as a distant observ-
er, but as One who walks with us through 
the fire. Such spirituality challenges modern 
tendencies to equate faith with comfort or 
success. It reminds us that true spirituality is 
not about escaping from the world’s suffer-
ing but about encountering God within it. The 
God we worship is the God who suffers with 
God’s people, who enters into human pain, 
and who brings hope not by avoiding the 
cross, but by passing through it.

Conclusion

If I were asked to summarize what spiritual-
ity means in the Indonesian context, I would 
describe it as a journey of being with God for 
the sake of others. It is a spirituality that is 
deeply communal and shaped by diversity. It 
teaches us to see God’s presence in the ordi-
nary: in shared meals, mutual help, respect-
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ful dialogue, and faithful perseverance. This 
spirituality does not seek perfection or cer-
tainty but faithfulness. It does not isolate the 
believer from the world but sends the believer 
into the world with humility and compassion. 
In this sense, Indonesian spirituality offers a 
gift to the global church: a reminder that faith 
is not only something we believe but some-
thing we live together in hope, amidst differ-
ence and suffering. 
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Spirituality from a Christian 
African Perspective 

Judy Wanjiru Wang’ombe

On 11 November 2025, I had to miss a sched-
uled meeting of the Scholar Leaders Wom-
en’s Peer Leader Forum because a close 
friend had just passed on. I needed to be with 
the family – to pray with them, mourn, and 
offer a shoulder to lean on.

This is part of African spirituality. We do not 
walk alone; we do spirituality together. As 
much as we endeavour to have personal de-
votions, we still look forward to celebrating 
God’s goodness together. Just as I joined my 
friend’s family to mourn, more happily, I enjoy 
seeing families walking together to church 
on Sunday mornings. Hence, I can attest that 
African spirituality is lived communally. 

African spirituality also has a conspicuous 
gender element. I see more women stream-
ing to churches on Sunday morning than men. 
More women serve as prayer intercessors 
than men – yet men mostly take leadership in 
spiritual matters, both within the family and in 
the church. Most pastors in Africa are male. 
Several Christian denominations still do not 
acknowledge ordination of women. 

Why do so many African women seek and 
serve Christ? 

For one thing, African women tend to car-
ry heavy family responsibilities, a fact that 
causes them to seek divine guidance intent-
ly. Women “wail or travail” deeply for their 
families, countries, etc. This tendency to tra-
vail in prayer may be attributed to women’s 
God-given nurturing role. Just as a mother 
would never give birth to her child and then 
abandon it to the forces of nature, so African 
women cannot help but exercise their spiritu-
ality in relation to their families. 

In addition, mothers spend more time with 
their children than fathers and thus try to in-
culcate spiritual concepts into their children. 
Of course, not all African women are this 
way – Africa has many faiths – but a great 
many African women find their foundations 
in Christ and want to share that with their 
children. For believers in Christ, Proverbs 
22:6 (“Train a child in the way he should go, 
and when he is old he will not turn from it”) is 
a serious guiding principle.

Furthermore, African women often carry the 
brunt of economic hardship, political instabil-
ity, and even war. As a result, their spirituality 
has been formed by necessity to include faith 
and resilience. In Africa’s many dire econom-
ic situations, women hold onto the hope of 
better days. Many have displayed amazing 
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experience. Rather, it is a way of life formed 
in community, sustained by memory, and 
forged through struggle.

One of the earliest lessons I learned about 
spirituality in my own context is that it must 
be Christ-centred. Revered globally as the 
birthplace of Jesus Christ, Bethlehem is not 
merely a biblical symbol or a destination 
for pilgrimage. It is a living city where faith 
is practiced daily amid political constraint, 
economic precarity, and social endurance. To 
speak of spirituality in the Middle East, there-
fore, is to speak theologically of incarnation, 
of faith rooted in place and of hope sustained 
under pressure. Knowing the incarnate Christ 
from a young age taught me that a life of spir-
ituality must be anchored in Christ himself.

This reflection explores what spirituality 
means from a Middle Eastern perspective. 
Drawing on theological language, tradition, 
and lived reality, it argues that Middle East-
ern spirituality is inherently incarnational, 
communal, and resistant to forces that seek 
to fragment faith from life.

Spirituality as Incarnational Reality

At the heart of Christian spirituality in Beth-
lehem stands the doctrine of the Incarnation: 
“The Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us” (John 1:14). In my imagination and ex-
perience, this claim is not a distant theologi-
cal abstraction but a lived truth anchored in 
place. God’s self-disclosure in Christ is under-
stood as a divine entering into history, geog-
raphy, and human vulnerability. Spirituality, 
therefore, is not an escape from material re-
alities but a faithful engagement with them.

In Bethlehem, the Incarnation is read through 
a lens of continuity between the biblical nar-
rative and present reality. The same land 
that witnessed the birth of Christ now bears 
witness to walls, checkpoints, and restrict-
ed movement. Yet this continuity deepens, 
rather than diminishes, the meaning of faith. 
Spirituality becomes the practice of recogniz-
ing God’s presence amid hardship. Growing 
up amid repeated experiences of injustice 
taught me that one cannot journey through 
life without God or without others.
Communal and Liturgical Dimensions of 

Spirituality

Unlike highly individualized forms of spiri-
tuality common in many Western contexts, 
Middle Eastern spirituality is deeply commu-
nal. Faith is nurtured within families, church-
es, and neighbourhoods, passed on through 
shared stories, practices, and embodied rit-
uals.

Imagine walking through narrow alleys worn 
smooth by centuries of footsteps. Imagine 
walking along the Via Dolorosa in Jerusalem. 
Sung liturgy fills the air; incense lingers on 
stone walls; prayers echo amid the sounds 
of daily life. Through sounds, smells, and tex-
tures, liturgy is not confined to church build-
ings. The rhythms of the church calendar – 
Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter – order time 
itself, offering meaning and continuity amid 
uncertainty.

Christmas, in particular, carries deep signif-
icance. While celebrated globally as a sea-
son of joy, in Bethlehem it is marked by so-
briety. The proclamation of “peace on earth” 
(Luke 2:14) is heard against the backdrop 
of ongoing conflict. This fact transforms the 
Christmas liturgy into both confession and 
hope. Spirituality here is not naïve optimism 
but faithful perseverance grounded in God’s 
promises.

This communal spirituality is also ecumen-
ical by necessity. Eastern churches share 
the same social space and often the same 
challenges. Despite theological differences, 
Middle Eastern Christians share a conviction 
that witness here is a collective vocation sus-
tained through mutual presence.

Memory, Suffering, and Faith

A defining feature of Middle Eastern spiritual-
ity is the integration of memory and suffering 
into faith. The biblical command to remember 
(zakar) is not merely cognitive but covenant-
al. Remembering God’s past faithfulness be-
comes the foundation for trusting God’s fu-
ture redemption. God’s goodness is narrated 
to me through my nearly one-hundred-year-
old grandmother, through her wrinkles, her 
faith, and her endurance, each shaping the 
maturity I inhabit today.
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perseverance and strength derived from their 
spirituality. 

Sometimes, this patience is tested when God 
does not seem to answer prayers immedi-
ately, and some African women resort to 
visiting witchdoctors, ancestral veneration, 
divination, etc. Of course, this behavior then 
catches the attention of church ministers, 
who dissuade these women from such syn-
cretism. 

Another factor on African women’s spiritual-
ity is generational – the tight bonds between 
older and younger women. Discipleship influ-
ences the spirituality of African women deep-
ly and helps to counteract the syncretism 
mentioned above. Older women often disci-
ple younger women going through different 
stages of life. Older women teach unmarried 
women to be chaste, for example, while mar-
ried women are encouraged to set good ex-
amples. A case in point is the women’s group 
in the church where my husband and I are 
ministering. This group meets every Sunday 
after the service to encourage and pray for 
one another. Each woman gives every month, 
a financial contribution of a set amount. 
Trusted members collect the cash and take 
it to the bank so that members of the group 
can take out loans according to their need. 
Other activities of our group include visiting 
each other, contributing towards the needs 
of a new baby or of a bereaved family, sing-
ing together, memorising scriptures together, 
etc. Even now, we are memorizing Proverbs 
30:10-31 together, encouraging each other 
not only to memorise these verses but also 
to “listen” to God speaking through his word.

So, overall, African women’s spirituality is 
comprehensive and encompasses the whole 
of life, as depicted in the diagram below. 

In the same way that no African spirituality 
can be dichotomized (into body versus soul 
or public versus private, for instance), so Af-
rican women’s spirituality defies compart-
mentalisation. Our spirituality encompasses 
all areas of life; wherever we go, our spiri-
tuality goes. Our spirituality is therefore not 
only about going to church on Sunday morn-
ing but is holistic and collective, touching our 
families, stretching across generations, unit-
ing communities, and motivating us to live 
with virtue and energy for Christ.

		  Author Bio: Judy earned her 
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		  International University, where 
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possession cults in northern Kenya.

Spirituality from a Middle 
Eastern Perspective: Reflections 

from Bethlehem

Grace Al-Zoughbi

The fresh breeze of Bethlehem whispers 
through the olive trees. It is the dawn of a 
new day. Hearts are yearning, souls longing, 
clinging to the cross, living in hope, lifting their 
eyes to the hills from where our help comes 
(Psalm 121:1). In such a place, spirituality is 
never abstract. It is embodied and shaped by 
land, history, language, and lived experience.

From a Middle Eastern perspective, and par-
ticularly from Bethlehem, spirituality does not 
emerge primarily as an interior or privatized 
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Collective memory includes not only biblical 
history but also contemporary experienc-
es of displacement, economic hardship, and 
political instability. Thus, lament, as much as 
praise, shapes our spirituality. The Psalms of 
lament provide language for our grief, protest, 
and unanswered questions. Yet lament does 
not negate faith; it becomes a form of faith 
that refuses silence or passive waiting in the 
face of injustice. It is a cry from the depths of 
an aching heart: “How long, O Lord?”

Spirituality and Hospitality

Hospitality is another vital dimension of Mid-
dle Eastern spirituality. Rooted in biblical and 
cultural traditions, hospitality is both sacred 
initiative and theological practice. In Bethle-
hem, where pilgrims and visitors encounter 
local communities, hospitality becomes a 
form of Christian witness.

Growing up in a hospitable home taught me 
firsthand the spiritual significance of wel-
coming others into spaces of comfort, espe-
cially in a land marked by displacement and 
refuge-seeking. Hospitality – sharing one’s 
personal space, one’s food, one’s time – is not 
mere social courtesy; it reflects the theologi-
cal conviction that in welcoming the stranger, 
one encounters God (cf. Genesis 18; Matthew 
25:35). Thanks to our limited resources, our 
generosity becomes an embodied confession 
of trust in God’s provision. Spirituality is en-
acted at the table, through shared meals and 
attentive presence.

A Contextual Theology of the Cross and 
Resurrection

In the Middle Eastern Christian imagination, 
the cross holds a central place. It not only 
a symbol of personal salvation but of God’s 
identification with a suffering humanity. On-
going experiences of injustice give weight to 
a theology of the cross that speaks of God’s 
presence in pain rather than God’s absence 
from it. After all, it was in this very land that 
Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, 
let him deny himself and take up his cross 
and follow me” (Matthew 16:24).

Yet the cross is never separated from the res-
urrection. Middle Eastern spirituality holds 
these realities in tension. Resurrection faith 
does not deny death or loss; it proclaims that 
suffering does not have the final word. This 
eschatological hope sustains Christian com-
munities, enabling them to live faithfully in 
the present while anticipating God’s ultimate 
restoration of justice and peace. Christology, 
in this context, cannot be separated from es-
chatology.

Conclusion

From a Middle Eastern perspective, spirituality 
is a way of life shaped by incarnation, com-
munity, suffering, and hope. It resists privat-
ization and abstraction, insisting instead that 
faith must be lived within concrete realities. 
The spirituality I embrace testifies that God is 
not absent from places of struggle but deep-
ly present within them, and that Jesus’ love 
should always be at the centre.

In a world increasingly drawn to individual-
ized and decontextualized notions of spiritu-
ality, the witness of Middle Eastern Christians 
offers both a corrective and a gift. It calls the 
global church to rediscover a spirituality that 
is embodied, communal, and courageous, one 
that dares to proclaim hope from the very 
place where the Word became flesh and con-
tinues to dwell among God’s people.
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Pentecostal Spirituality in the 
Malaysian Context and Its Out-
workings in Ecumenism and 

Practical Public Witness

Eva Wong Suk Kyun

Pentecostal spirituality corresponds with 
Spirit-empowered and Spirit-led life, min-
istry, and mission. Pentecostal spirituality, 
characterised by passion for God and the 
Kingdom, both corporately and individu-
ally, is fueled by the Holy Spirit’s filling and 
empowerment. The Pentecostal movement 
worldwide is known for engagement in mis-
sions, evangelism, worship, prayer, and spiri-
tual experiences through baptism in the Holy 
Spirit, glossolalia, and spiritual gifts. When 
Pentecostalism is contextualised, diversifi-
cation occurs in expressions and styles, with 
enculturation and adaptation to different po-
litical, economic, and sociocultural settings. 
In Malaysia, Pentecostals seek to transform 
society, become faithful witnesses, contrib-
ute to national flourishing, pursue unity in 
diversity, and live harmoniously in a multieth-
nic, multireligious, and multicultural nation, 
among Malays, Chinese, Indians, indigenous 
groups, and foreign immigrants. Raising the 
next generation of Pentecostal believers in 
holistic Pentecostal spirituality is crucial for 
the body of Christ and the world at large. 

Pentecostal Spirituality: Passion for God 
and the Kingdom

The striking essence of Pentecostal spiri-
tuality is passion for God and the Kingdom. 
Pentecostal spirituality affirms the centrali-
ty of the gospel and the Bible alongside the 
Pentecostal distinctives, particularly baptism 
in the Holy Spirit, glossolalia, and missions. 
Early Pentecostals were mostly Christocen-
tric and pneumacentric; indeed, still today, 
the works of the Holy Spirit bring believers to 
have spiritual experiences, including theoph-
anic encounters of God’s tangible presence 
that ignite love for God and the kingdom. 
Over the past century, however, contempo-
rary Pentecostal theologians have empha-
sised trinitarianism more thoroughly as Pen-
tecostals worldwide joined the Evangelical 
family.   

Pentecostals believe in the highest author-
ity and inerrancy of Scripture, and at the 
same time, emphasise spiritual experienc-
es. Therefore, one distinctive of Pentecostal 
spirituality is baptism in the Holy Spirit. Such 
baptism enables believers to be filled with 
and immersed in God’s holy presence and 
to receive the immense love of God, spiritual 
gifts, and empowerment for witness to Jesus 
Christ. Baptism in the Holy Spirit enables be-
lievers to be sensitive to the voice of the Spirit 
in God’s word – Scripture, sermons, songs, 
and prayers. 

In addition to baptism with the Holy Spirit, 
growing in Pentecostal spirituality requires 
the disciplines of abiding in an intimate rela-
tionship with the triune God, reading Scrip-
ture, and a faithful prayer life. Dwelling in 
God’s presence and living a life of obedience 
to God are key in Pentecostal spirituality.    

An Indispensable Distinctive of Pentecostal 
Spirituality

One indispensable distinctive of Pentecos-
tal spirituality is glossolalia. Often, through 
Scripture and the spiritual exercise of glosso-
lalia in prayer and worship, with the Spirit’s 
discernment, believers can have direct com-
munication with God. Through glossolalia, 
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whether spoken, sung, or prayed, believers 
can be more attuned to the Spirit’s voice and 
can receive revelations from God. These rev-
elations may take the form of promptings, 
burdens, prophecies, dreams, and visions 
that often lead to a heightened sensitivity to 
God’s Kingdom purposes. 

In order to express glossolalia, Pentecostal 
spirituality involves a special yielding of one-
self to the Holy Spirit, who helps us to pray 
according to God’s will in every circumstance. 
As the Apostle Paul stressed, “Likewise 
the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we 
do not know what to pray for as we ought, 
but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 
groanings too deep for words. And he who 
searches hearts knows what is the mind of 
the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for 
the saints according to the will of God” (Ro-
mans 8:26-27, ESV). As individual believers 
and corporately, Pentecostals often pray 
in tongues or pray in the Spirit, reaching a 
deeper spiritual dimension in God’s presence, 
as the Holy Spirit helps believers to intercede 
beyond intelligible words. This spiritual dis-
cipline keeps believers’ hearts tender before 
God, in that humble posture of surrender to 
God’s will. 

Lived Implications of Pentecostal Spirituali-
ty: Ecumenism and Public Witness

Although Malaysian Pentecostals do hold 
distinctives in spirituality, they have partici-
pated vigorously in ecumenical efforts in Ma-
laysia. Being salt and light, pursuing the Great 
Commission, sharing the love of God, seeking 
unity in diversity, and peacekeeping are mis-
sional priorities for all Malaysian Christians. 
In Malaysia, churches from all denominations 
are united at the national level in ecumeni-
cal bodies, namely the Christian Federation 
of Malaysia, the Council of Churches of Ma-
laysia, and the National Evangelical Christian 
Fellowship. These ecumenical organisations 
represent the Christian community, fostering 
official relationships with the government 
and other religious bodies. Within these 
formal relationships, the Malaysian body of 
Christ is united in prayers, fellowships, and 
missional collaborations.

In a multireligious and Muslim-majority con-

text, Pentecostals and other Christians are 
active in social concern ministries and have 
contributed practically to society in many 
ways that have involved collaborations 
across denominational lines. Christians have 
established drug rehabilitation centres, chil-
dren’s homes, special needs schools, learn-
ing centres for refugees, gambling rehabilita-
tion centres, homes for delinquent teenagers, 
ministries to single mothers, homes for the 
elderly, kidney dialysis centres, and ministries 
to prostitutes, among many others. Chris-
tians pursue the good of the nation through 
their vocations, wherever they find them-
selves. Thus, Pentecostal spirituality in Ma-
laysia involves relationships with the larg-
er body of Christ; together, Christians from 
many groups contribute to the well-being of 
Malaysian society.  

Even so, Christians are a minority in Malaysia 
as 9.4% of the country’s population. So they 
must live peacefully among other religions. 
To this end, at the national level, Christians 
are part of an interfaith initiative, the Ma-
laysian Consultative Council of Buddhism, 
Christianity, Hinduism, Sikhism, and Taoism 
(MCCBCHST). This religious body represents 
multiple non-Muslim faiths in the country and 
fosters communication with the Malaysian 
government.    

Conclusion

Pentecostal spirituality is practised in the 
Malaysian Church and in the lives of individ-
ual Malaysian believers. Through their spiri-
tuality, Malaysian Pentecostal Christians in-
tegrate with broader Christian communities 
and serve society alongside members of oth-
er faiths. 
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Resilient Witness on the 
Margins: Pakistani Women’s

Spirituality in a Muslim-
Majority Context

Gloria Calib

Christians in Pakistan are a minority living 
within a Muslim-majority society. As a result, 
their spirituality is defined by resilience, de-
votion, and service. It is shaped by mission-
ary legacies and by the ongoing challenges 
of life on the margins. Within this narrative, 
Pakistani women’s spirituality emerges as 
a vital dimension. Women embody faith not 
only through prayer and worship but also 
through witness and relationships enacted in 
caregiving, education, and leadership across 
formal and informal spaces. Their experienc-
es show how spirituality functions both as 
empowerment and as survival in contexts 
shaped by marginalization, discrimination, 
patriarchy, and the dynamics of shame and 
honor culture. This essay reflects on Christian 
spirituality in Pakistan, with particular atten-
tion to how women’s spirituality redefines 
faith and resilience in this unique setting.

Christian Spirituality in Pakistan: Historical 
and Theological Foundations

Christian spirituality in South Asia traces its 
roots to the apostolic witness of Thomas in 
the 1st century, which affirms Christiani-
ty’s indigenous presence in Asia. Catholic 
missionaries later reinforced this heritage 
through service, while Protestant missions 
under British colonial rule emphasized edu-
cation, health care, and social transformation. 
After the 1947 Partition, Pakistani Christians 
carried forward this legacy through schools, 
hospitals, and charitable institutions. Shaped 
by both Catholic and Protestant traditions, 
their spirituality embodies hope amid dis-
crimination and persecution. This incarna-
tional spirituality, living out Christ’s presence 
through compassion, has contributed signifi-
cantly to national development, as Christians 
bear witness to God’s love through acts of 
perseverance and service.

Today, Christians in Pakistan live as a mar-
ginalized minority, comprising only 1.5–2% 
of the population. Their spirituality centers 
on biblical devotion, prayer, fasting, and wor-
ship, often nurtured within small, close-knit 
communities and extended, intergeneration-
al family networks. 

Women’s Spirituality in the Pakistani 
Christian Context

In Pakistan’s patriarchal shame and honor 
culture, Christian women’s spirituality often 
carries meanings that respond to negative 
cultural expectations, economic challeng-
es, and social marginalization. Their worth 
is frequently tied to family reputation and 
honor, and Christian spirituality can offer a 
counter narrative – though Christian women 
must also navigate layers of discrimination 
within the community of faith as well. Still, 
rooted in the conviction that they are creat-
ed in God’s image, Christian women embody 
a counter-narrative to societal marginaliza-
tion, asserting their worth and leadership in 
both church and society. In a variety of ways, 
women cultivate strength to affirm their 
dignity and transform marginalization into 
honor.

First, women in Christian communities of-
ten assume visible but informal leadership 
in prayer meetings, worship services, Sun-
day school classes, and small groups. So, for 
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many, practicing spirituality becomes a prac-
tical avenue for exercising authority in con-
texts where formal church leadership remains 
male-dominated. Furthermore, through pub-
lic testimonies of divine intervention via heal-
ings and provision, women articulate their 
experiences in ways that strengthen their 
agency, amplify their voices, and legitimize 
their leadership within the community. As a 
result, in a broader context in which women 
must navigate survival amid marginalization, 
the Church itself becomes a space of em-
powerment. 

Second, women in Muslim-majority contexts 
often confront systemic barriers such as lim-
ited access to education, economic precarity, 
and social discrimination tied to their Chris-
tian identity. Yet practices of spirituality can 
become sources of hope and solidarity. For 
example, during prayer meetings and sin-
gle-gender fellowships, women collectively 
process their suffering, share advice and re-
sources, and encourage one another to per-
severe. The Church’s emphasis on the Holy 
Spirit’s empowerment affirms their dignity, 
reassuring them that their lives matter and 
that God is actively present in their struggles. 

Third, women’s spirituality often finds ex-
pression in service. Christian women em-
body an incarnational faith through hospi-
tality and caregiving in their homes, schools, 
and hospitals. Because hospitality is both a 
central Pakistani cultural value and a deep-
ly biblical practice, it becomes a particularly 
rich expression of faith. By welcoming others, 
by offering food, shelter, and presence, wom-
en transform ordinary spaces into places of 
grace, belonging, and spiritual witness. This 
hospitality extends beyond daily life into mo-
ments of communal need, such as funerals or 
weddings. In addition, Christian women have 
been prominent in Pakistani society histori-
cally as teachers, nurses, and social workers. 
These vocations allow them to extend com-
passion beyond their families and churches 
into public spaces. Their inward- and out-
ward-facing ministries, rooted in everyday 
acts of nurturing, make Christ’s love visible.
Fourth, as women participate in the sac-
raments, worship, and fellowship, these 
repeated activities give them a sense of  

belonging to God, to the local community, 
and to the global body of believers. By culti-
vating rituals shared across local and inter-
national contexts, spirituality allows women 
to feel recognized beyond their contexts of 
marginalization and deprivation. Thus, spir-
ituality functions as a form of resistance to 
invisibility. It lets Pakistani women insist, in 
the face of local cultural challenges, that they 
are valued. 

Obstacles to Women’s Spirituality

Despite its empowering role, women’s spiritu-
ality in Pakistan faces entrenched obstacles. 
Formal church leadership is often male dom-
inated, and social norms bar women from 
public leadership and confine spiritual life to 
domestic or informal spaces. Widespread 
economic hardship can distract women from 
spirituality by requiring that their attention 
and effort go to supporting their families. In 
fact, many women must serve as domestic 
workers, which exposes them to exploita-
tion and discrimination. These pressures are 
compounded by religious persecution, which 
makes Christian women particularly vulner-
able to harassment and violence and turns 
faith into both refuge and coping mechanism. 

At the same time, there are notable excep-
tions: Some women occupy key leadership 
positions in public institutions through which 
they can shape Pakistani education, health-
care, and social services. My own leadership 
at Forman is one example. These instanc-
es of formal authority, alongside grassroots 
ministries, demonstrate how women’s agen-
cy can both resist marginalization and trans-
form communal life. Inspired by the stories 
of Deborah, Esther, Ruth, Mary, the Samar-
itan woman, and Phoebe, Christian women 
in Pakistan draw courage from Scripture to 
stand firm amid discrimination. 

Reflection on My Personal Journey 

My own journey illustrates these dynamics. 
Having grown up in the Pentecostal tradi-
tion, I experienced firsthand the power of 
Spirit-led worship, speaking in tongues, heal-
ing, and community. Pentecostal spirituality 
taught me to expect God’s active presence 

through the Holy Spirit in daily life, whether 
through prayer meetings, testimonies, deliv-
erances, or vibrant worship in house church-
es. At the same time, I observed the restraints 
that Pentecostal communities often place on 
women in order to preserve holiness, such as 
discouraging secular singing and dancing, 
watching movies, or avoiding jewelry and 
makeup. These practices, while sometimes 
restrictive, were understood as ways of safe-
guarding integrity.

For the past two decades, however, my spiri-
tual journey has been shaped by my role as a 
pastor’s wife in an interdenominational inter-
national congregation on a university cam-
pus. This congregation leans more evangeli-
cal. This role has broadened my perspective, 
deepening my appreciation for structured 
discipleship, scriptural grounding, leadership 
development, church planting, missions mo-
bilization, and global engagement. In my ex-
perience, evangelical spirituality emphasizes 
the authority of Scripture, the centrality of 
Christ, and the call to cross-cultural missions. 
Living within this tradition has enriched my 
understanding of faith, complementing the 
charismatic vibrancy of my Pentecostal roots 
with theological depth and cross-cultural 
sensitivity. Together, these streams of spir-
ituality have shaped me into someone who 
values both experiential encounters with the 
Spirit and the disciplined, missional witness 
of faith in Pakistan’s restricted context.

As a senior woman leader at a large univer-
sity, I have also experienced how spirituali-
ty provides strength for navigating cultural 
expectations, professional challenges, and 
leadership pressures. My faith has empow-
ered me to serve, to witness, to teach, and to 
lead even in contexts where women’s voices 
are often silenced. It has given me resilience 
in the face of challenges and joy in the expe-
rience of God’s presence.

Conclusion

Certainly, spirituality in Pakistan is diverse, but 
for Christians it is shaped by minority identity, 
resilience, and service. For Christian women, 
spirituality offers means of empowerment 
and resilience. As women pursue their spir-

ituality, they work within the confines of pa-
triarchal and religious marginalizations while 
finding ways to bless their churches and the 
society. Lived through informal church lead-
ership, small group fellowships, service that 
includes hospitality and public activity, and 
practices of prayer, worship, and study that 
tie them to the global Christian community, 
women’s spirituality sustains them and en-
ables them to witness to and to extend the 
Kingdom of God. 
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Overall in Guatemala, denominations like the 
Pentecostals and Assemblies of God show 
strong, sustained growth. According to one 
study, 40% of the population defines itself as 
evangelical, a figure that continues to grow, 
reaching up to 50% in low-income popula-
tions. 

The church I attend is called Iglesia Nazaret 
Central, which has existed for 80 years. Orig-
inally, it was very traditional; however, in the 
last 30 years, it has shifted toward a more 
charismatic tone, seeking a balance between 
solid Christ-centered preaching and lively 
praise that exalts the name of Jesus. They in-
tentionally seek to reach young people, and 
Sunday services are joyful; one feels freedom 
to worship and freedom from the oppression 
of the evil one. There are physical healings 
and, at the same time, a message that val-
ues the believer facing trials. (Again, against 
the prosperity gospel, I must emphasize that 
physical healings and faith in God’s power 
can coexist with a clear understanding that 
the Christian path will not always be easy or 
without obstacles.)

The church’s teaching seeks to address is-
sues that arise from our Latin American 
cultural context—but issues that are in fact 
common to Christians everywhere. In No-
vember 2025, we had a church conference 
on the book of Galatians. For four nights, we 
gathered to celebrate, sing, and listen to the 
pastor’s messages. The teaching was clear: 
We must fight against legalism because be-
lievers have the freedom to seek God’s will 
and decide a course of obedience without 
having to maintain appearances. Being spir-
itually mature means refusing to live for the 
external; instead of trying to “look the part” 
for those around us, we must focus on align-
ing our lives with God’s purposes.

As I saw in this conference, our challenge is 
to embrace a spirituality of freedom, finding 
our complete identity in Christ. Because we 
possess the righteousness of Jesus and the 
Holy Spirit, we are already fully accepted by 
God without having to earn it. It is a mistake 
to think that only sin opposes spirituality; reli-
giosity and legalism are just as contrary to it. 

Sin distances us from the Father but so does 
the “false righteousness” of self-sufficien-
cy. Thus, spirituality does not (only) mean a 
certain set of “righteous actions” but rather a 
deep posture of the heart.

Personal Reflection

In my own search for true spirituality, I feel 
there are three important passages I would 
like to share:

1. Psalm 119:160: “All your words are true; 
all your righteous laws are eternal.” Reading 
the Word gives me internal strength, helping 
me hear God’s voice. This verse teaches me 
the importance of the balance of the whole 
counsel of God—not just one book or one 
doctrine, but seeking Him in all of Scripture. 
 
2. Psalm 46:10: “Be still, and know that I am 
God.” In these tumultuous times, we can eas-
ily lose our way or overfill our schedules. But 
in stillness, silence, rest, and sincere prayer, 
we can know Him. God is in the sweet sound 
of nature and the gentle breeze. 
 
3. Psalm 51:10: “Create in me a pure heart, O 
God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.” 
The Hebrew uses the word bara, the same 
word used in Genesis to describe God’s cre-
ative work. For this verb, the only subject is 
the Lord. Therefore, we must recognize that 
a clean heart can only be the creative work of 
Jesus. Only He can fill us, change us, and turn 
our mourning into dancing. 

We give thanks to God that, while we were 
still sinners, He died for us, and that he 
still loves us. He can lead us on the path of 
healthy spirituality.
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A True Spirituality: The Battle 
Against Legalism

Sofía Quintanilla

Spirituality 

I believe it is important to start by defining 
what true spirituality would be: How does 
it look and how does it feel? In 1 Corinthi-
ans 13 and 15, Scripture speaks of spiritual 
gifts; these are abilities that the Father gives 
us through the operation of the Holy Spirit 
for the benefit of the body of Christ and for 
the glory of His Name. These gifts and their 
outcomes—whether healings, prophecies, 
preaching, teaching, or good administra-
tion—are not necessarily the experience of a 
healthy spirituality. 1 Corinthians 13 makes it 
clear that the greatest gift is love, a love that 
forgives all things. 

In Galatians 5 and 6, Paul speaks of spiritual 
people versus carnal Christians. Carnal peo-
ple are those who allow themselves to be led 
by the works of the flesh—anger, bitterness, 
fornication, etc.—while spiritual people are 
mature individuals who display love, pa-
tience, and humility. Furthermore, 1 Corinthi-
ans 2:12-16 speaks of spiritual thinking; that 
is, having the mind of Christ and discerning 
things through the Spirit to exercise wise 
judgment about our surroundings. 

Jesus speaks of worshipping in spirit and 
truth, for these are the worshippers the Fa-
ther seeks. This conversation occurs in John 4 
with the Samaritan woman, a great mission-
ary, as many in her village believed because 
of her word (Jn 4:42). Jesus reveals Himself 
to her, helping her understand that worship 

is not about a place, a mountain, or a temple, 
but about a sincere heart that seeks the Lord. 
So, while the word “spirituality” is not found 
in Scripture, based on these biblical referenc-
es, we could affirm that spirituality is about a 
close relationship with Jesus, a desire to hear 
and do His will, and a willingness to reflect 
and act on what God asks of me. Spirituality 
includes kindness, humility, loving Christ, ab-
solute surrender, walking one day at a time, 
and vulnerability. 

The Latin American Context

From my context in Latin America, I can affirm 
that evangelism is growing in our countries, 
but I want to clarify that this does not neces-
sarily mean there is always healthy spiritu-
ality. Our cultures are framed by systems of 
shame, which can mean that certain spiritu-
al behaviors can be more about maintaining 
appearances—indeed, can be expressions of 
legalism. Persecution is also growing in some 
areas. This is significant because, alongside 
the spread of the gospel, there are difficul-
ties; if people do not understand what true 
spirituality is, they might become discour-
aged, thinking something is wrong with them 
when they are just facing adversity because 
of the Word (Mat 13:21). 

In addition, unfortunately, the prosperity gos-
pel has grown significantly in our countries. 
In this false doctrine, spirituality is measured 
by material possessions because it is be-
lieved that God blesses you economically if 
you walk uprightly. Yet that is not necessar-
ily how the life of faith looks. Spirituality can 
also have a face of simplicity and few assets. 

Guatemala and Nazaret Central Church

Guatemala is my home right now. Here, cul-
tural diversity is vast. For example, indige-
nous peoples tend to preserve their own cus-
toms—to wear colorful clothing and to speak 
their own languages (among what they call 
Mayan groups alone, there are nearly 23 dif-
ferent languages). In some of these groups, 
gospel preaching has been well-received, 
and there are vibrant churches with lively 
praise and an intense search for the move-
ment of the Holy Spirit. 



 ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2  /  56  57  /  ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2

“IF THERE IS ANOTHER WAY OF 
WALKING, I WANT TO WALK 

DIFFERENTLY”: A CONVERSATION 
WITH JOCABED SOLANO

Author: Juliany González Nieves with Jocabed Solano

Editor’s Note: Editor’s Note: Faith on the Road is a podcast by Scholar Leaders that presents 
conversations with theological leaders from the Majority World. As a sister ministry of Schol-
ar Leaders, the InSights Journal is publishing a transcript of an excerpt of an episode hosted 
by Juliany González Nieves and Gene Green in conversation with Jocabed Solano. Originally, 
the episode aired in Spanish, so we offer this revised English transcript so that more of our 
global fellowship can learn from Jocabed. Jocabed is working on her PhD on theology done 
within Indigenous communities across the Americas. She is a daughter of the Guna Nation, 
Panamanian, and director of Memoria Indígena. The transcript has been edited and con-
densed for clarity.

I ndigenous Christian theologies is a broad 
topic, and we do not want to assume that 
we are speaking for all Indigenous the-
ologies or all Indigenous communities, 
so we’d like to begin with the following 

question: How do you define Indigenous Chris-
tian theology? And in what ways does it differ 
from—or challenge—the dominant theological 
frameworks shaped by the West?

Answer: Jocabed Solano

Indigenous peoples have lived through a process 
of the revindication of our Indigenous spirituali-
ties. It is precisely in this process that the ques-
tion has emerged, especially for many people 
from Christian backgrounds, of what it means to 
be an Indigenous Christian or a Christian Indige-
nous person. This question carries many tensions. 
Personally, I believe that being a follower of Je-
sus is an invitation to strengthen and deepen our 
identity—in my case, my identity as a Guna per-
son—and not an invitation to fragment identity. 

When we talk about Indigenous Christian theolo-
gy or Christian Indigenous theology, we are ask-
ing what this means for the reality of Indigenous 
peoples in Abya Yala—which is what my people 
call the continent that most people know as the 
Americas.

In Indigenous languages, theology as a concept 
does not really exist. However, there is an ap-
proximation in the sense that all peoples, in one 
way or another, are in search of understanding 
the divine within their context. So, from there, we 
can say that while theology may be a borrowed 
concept from the West, the lived experience of 
our relationship with the divine is not borrowed. 
And I think that is important to clarify.

Indigenous peoples understand the divine and 
understand their relationship with the divine in 
many ways. As you mentioned, we cannot speak 
for all peoples, but we can point to some founda-
tional themes. I’m going to give the example of 
the Gunadule people in order to explain this more 



 ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2  /  58  59  /  ISJ  /  VOL. 11  /  NO. 2

concretely. For the Gunadule people, our relation-
ship with the divine is expressed through Nana 
and Baba—Mother and Father. This is how we 
refer to the Creator. When you notice this, you 
begin to recognize an idea of complementarity. 
This sense of complementarity is not only pres-
ent among the Guna people, but among many 
Indigenous peoples throughout Abya Yala—and 
not only in Abya Yala, but across the world. We 
cannot understand the divine without a sense of 
complementarity as a foundational cultural value 
among Indigenous peoples.

And here we recognize that the way we under-
stand divinity—in this case, Nana and Baba—is 
shaped by the ways we understand our own cul-
tural reality. So, when we speak about theology, 
even though it is a borrowed concept from the 
West, we also acknowledge that our relationship 
with the divine is shaped through our own ways 
of understanding and relating.

When we speak about Christian Indigenous the-
ology, we begin asking how this spirituality, this 
way of thinking, this cosmo-living, dialogues 
with the Christian faith. When I say cosmo-liv-
ing, I mean it as an epistemic approximation of 
the experience of living within the cosmos—not 
only cosmovision, which is an approximation of 
how one understands the cosmos intellectually or 
conceptually. Cosmo-living is different. It is about 
living relationally within the cosmos. The Gun-
adule people understand ourselves as having a 
relationship with the Creator—a Creator who is 
present throughout all our reality.

From Indigenous Christian faith—in this case, 
among the Gunadule people—we can under-
stand that all theology is done from a contextual 
reality. I cannot do theology without context be-
cause no human being exists outside of context. 
So, when we speak about an Indigenous Christian 
theology, in this case a Guna Indigenous Christian 
theology, we understand that our spirituality and 
our context fertilize our way of understanding 
God through the Christian faith. That creates a 
possibility for dialogue because if we do theology 
from our context, then I cannot deny my identity 
as Gunadule in order to understand Christianity. I 
understand the Christian faith through the eyes of 
who I am and who my people are.

Question: Faith on the Road   

You mentioned the recognition of contextual re-
alities, and I think this is often much more explicit 
among theologians from the Majority World than 
among theologians in the United States or Eu-
rope. So there is already a difference in the way 
theology is approached simply through the rec-

ognition that we are embedded in contextual re-
alities. Beyond this acknowledgment of context, 
in what other ways do Indigenous approaches to 
Christian theology differ from—or challenge—the 
theological frameworks we typically call West-
ern?

Answer: Jocabed Solano 

One has to think carefully about the place of me-
diation—the place from which theology is done 
and how we understand that place. So, literally, 
one of the key frameworks is our relationship with 
the Earth. The Earth is the place from which we 
theologize. For Indigenous peoples, our collec-
tive learning of the memories of our peoples, the 
ways we have made society, the ways we have 
built culture, the ways we have walked through-
out Abya Yala, have all been deeply connected to 
observation and to our close relationship with the 
Earth. And therefore, the Earth as a place of the-
ologizing allows us to think about the Earth not 
merely as an object but as a subject in relation-
ship with the Creator.

This relationship between the Creator and the 
Earth allows the Gunadule to learn from the Earth. 
We also see this in the biblical narrative. We see it 
in the Psalms. We see it in Job chapter 12, when it 
says that the Earth will teach us, that the beasts 
will teach us. So, when I think about this, I think 
about the Earth as a theologian—not only as a 
place we inhabit but as a place that reveals from 
the Creator.

And here there is a difference because we not only 
learn from the Earth—from animals and plants—
but we also learn with the Earth and on the Earth. 
The Earth teaches us. The Earth becomes a re-
lationship through which we learn who God is. 
And that gives us a hermeneutical key not only 
for how we understand God, but also for how we 
understand life itself.

And I think this is very important because some-
times people hear this and say, “How beautiful.” 
But within Indigenous philosophy this is a deeply 
important value when we do theology. Because 
while Christianity arrived on the continent at a 
certain moment in history, Indigenous peoples 
had already been learning through observing 
birds, plants, and their relationship with the Earth. 
Through that relationship they understood that 
there was a superior Being seeking relationship 
with humanity. So, there was already philosophy 
there. There was already theology there. There 
was already a way of understanding how God 
reveals Godself on the Earth, to the Earth, and 
from the Earth.

[Today,] cultural dynamics may change signifi-
cantly, but there are still values that remain alive 
within what the Gunadule people would call lay-
ers of wisdom. For example, I already mentioned 
complementarity, but there are others. 

There is the value of the holistic, [by which I mean 
that] community is central. This does not mean 
that the individual disappears within the commu-
nity, but rather that the individual is formed within 
community.

There is also a pneumatological dimension, in 
which the Spirit of Life is present in all the actions 
and practices of the Gunadule, because the Gun-
adule are a people who think deeply about how 
God manifests through all the things people do 
in daily life. The concrete realities of daily life are 
just as important [as spiritual activities]: when I 
pray to the Creator [is as important as] when I 
go rowing in the sea. I come from a people with 
six territories. Some of those territories are islands 
in Panama and Colombia—four hundred islands. 
And for the grandparents, every time they row 
(canelean) through the sea, each movement of 
the paddle becomes a prayer to God, like an ex-
halation of breath toward the divine. Planting a 
tree, praying to the Creator, rowing through the 
sea—all of these actions are interconnected.

Another value that is very important is reciproc-
ity. For Indigenous peoples, reciprocity does not 
mean giving because we receive. It is not trans-
actional. Rather, it means recognizing that be-
cause we depend on the Earth and depend on 
the Creator, every action has a sense of reciproc-
ity. This perspective allows Indigenous Christian 
theology to speak into today’s economic reality, 
where, unfortunately, capitalist systems have 
generated patterns of excessive consumption 
and, as a result, environmental crisis. An Indig-
enous Christian theology grounded in reciproci-
ty allows us to imagine a simpler economy—an 
economy shaped by good living, not “living well” 
in the capitalist sense, but good living rooted in 
right relationships. [All of this] is deeply centered 
on the relationship we have with the Earth. There 
is no good life if there is no harmony. Harmony 
allows us, from an Indigenous Christian theology, 
to understand that all relationships are important.

All of these relationships imply relationship with 
the Creator and with the created community—
that is, with all living beings, including human 
beings, who are part of the created order. This 
includes the Earth itself and even the ancestors. 
For example, among the Guna people, when a 
baby is born, we carry out what we call the cer-

emony of “My First Tree.” The grandmothers take 
the placenta and the umbilical cord and culti-
vate them together with a native seed—among 
the Guna, it may be cacao, banana, or coconut. 
This ceremony expresses harmony and a deep 
theology in relation to the Earth. The grandfa-
ther or grandmother sings, and what they sing is 
an expression of worship to the Creator saying, 
“Today, this baby is born.” When we cultivate the 
land [like this], we remember that this seed being 
planted reminds us of our relationship of harmony 
with the Creator. It also reminds us of our rela-
tionship of harmony with the Earth. It reminds us 
that our ancestors have walked through this land. 
It reminds us of our relationship with the entire 
community—the cosmic family—plants, animals, 
all living beings. It reminds us once again that this 
baby who has been born is welcomed into this 
community and that only when relationships are 
harmonious can we live that good living. Biblical-
ly, this connects with shalom—the shalom of God 
for all creation. 

This harmony allows us to recognize that every 
action we take can have both positive and nega-
tive consequences for the neighbor. The neighbor 
is not only the human being but also the Earth. 
We reflect on what our role as community is in re-
lation to our actions toward creation and toward 
the Creator. This harmony that emerges from the 
concept of good living proposes important polit-
ical approaches that are embodied in concrete 
daily actions. [In other words,] it allows us to think 
about cosmic equilibrium. Cosmic equilibrium 
means having clarity regarding our ethical con-
sciousness—how we behave toward others and 
how our actions toward others carry very con-
crete theological implications. What I do—or fail 
to do—impacts others. And this has economic, 
social, and political implications within a theolo-
gy deeply centered on relationships of harmony 
with all who live on the Earth and also with the 
Creator.

[To return to one of my points above,] for Indig-
enous peoples in Abya Yala, and for the Guna 
people specifically, our relationship with the an-
cestors is very important. The ancestors are not 
only a “thought” but a collective memory. Every-
thing we have learned—how to relate to others, 
how to relate to the Creator, to Nana and Baba, 
to the Earth—has come through ancestral songs 
passed down from generation to generation. 
These songs remain alive in the collective mem-
ory of the people but also in the memory of the 
land, and therefore in the memory of the Creator. 
So, for us, this relationship with the ancestors is 
very important because we do not think of the 
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ancestors as absent. They remain present within 
our collective living.

What does this mean? It means that their memo-
ries are so alive that when we listen to songs, the 
grandparents name these memories. For exam-
ple, we think of ancestors such as Kikardiyay and 
Inanadili: Kikardiyay was a woman leader who 
taught the Gunadule people how to live in com-
munity; Inanadili, another Guna ancestor, taught 
us how to sing (for us, singing means living in rela-
tionship of harmony with others, living in commu-
nity); Ibeorgun is an ancestor who taught us how 
to live [within] a socio-political construct. I could 
mention many more. But these ancestors remain 
very alive and very present—in songs, in stories, 
in history. We continue narrating this memory for 
our children because it is not dead memory. It re-
mains present in our daily actions.

[In biblical terms,] for example, when we read the 
Gospel, particularly the passage on the Mount 
of Transfiguration, and Moses and Elijah appear, 
one at [Jesus’s] right and one at his left, many 
people interpret the text in different ways. But 
for us as Gunadule people, when we read that 
text, we understand it as the presence of ances-
tors at a key moment in the life of Jesus. Jesus is 
living through a decisive moment because he is 
approaching the cross. And Moses and Elijah ap-
pear—the disciples are there [as well]—affirming 
his calling and his vocation. From an Indigenous 
Christian reading, when we encounter this text, 
it becomes very natural for us to remember once 
again that the ancestors remain present in daily 
life and that they affirm our testimony of faith in 
our path as followers of Jesus.

Question: Faith on the Road   

Jocabed, how do you navigate the deep wounds 
of colonization, especially the role the Church 
played in the suppression of Indigenous identities 
and spiritualities?

Answer: Jocabed Solano 

That is a difficult question because within our In-
digenous communities there is still a great deal 
of pain regarding colonialism, epistemicide, and 
the supposed superiority of certain peoples who 
consider themselves superior and dominant over 
others.

At the same time, through the work of Memoria 
Indígena, we also recognize that there are peo-
ple, churches, and missionaries who have done 
beautiful work within Indigenous communities 
and who, through the Gospel of Jesus, have truly 

learned what it means to learn from Indigenous 
peoples and to be evangelized by Indigenous 
peoples in relationships of reciprocity.

I must note that there is a great diversity of church-
es throughout Abya Yala. So, when one speaks 
with Indigenous communities and with brothers 
and sisters from [various] churches, one encoun-
ters both stories of terror and stories where one 
can say: this truly reflects the Gospel of Jesus. It is 
complex. Because, regarding colonial theologies 
and colonial forms of mission—and I want to be 
clear that I am speaking specifically about those 
forms, while also recognizing there have been 
other positive examples—for me, the process has 
involved a kind of repair along the journey, espe-
cially in my encounters with Indigenous brothers 
and sisters.

For me, as a Christian, the first step has been 
learning to listen without feeling the need to ar-
gue in defense of actions that are unjustifiable. 
The first step has been learning to listen seriously. 
And listening not merely as the act of hearing but 
as the act of truly recognizing that if my brother 
or sister tells me that a community or person has 
been wounded by a situation, then my responsi-
bility as an Indigenous woman and as a follower 
of Jesus is to believe them and to respond with 
sensitivity—not with arguments, because there 
are no arguments that justify violence. Rather, 
those actions of violence must be denounced.

Secondly, something that has helped me deep-
ly has been asking what God is saying to me 
through the wounded Other. From the perspec-
tive of colonial theologies, one of the things that 
has caused the most damage has been discrim-
ination and notions of superiority, which for us 
are deeply connected to the invasion and coloni-
zation carried out by Spain in Abya Yala. For me, 
this journey has involved growing in solidarity 
with the realities Indigenous peoples live through.

I can perhaps explain this more concretely through 
a personal example. I have had many processes 
of conversion throughout my life, and one of those 
conversions was related specifically to this issue. 
I remember attending a large Indigenous consul-
tation gathering when I was around twenty years 
old. I was there as a university student, very eager 
to learn. An Aymara woman, around seventy-five 
years old, stood up and began speaking to all the 
Indigenous peoples gathered there. She said that 
we had to be careful with the evangelical church. 
She said that the evangelical church had become 
an enemy of Indigenous peoples because it had 
participated in colonialism, in violence against our 
peoples, and in the denial of our identities. As a 

young Christian woman at the time, it felt like a 
revelation to me because I was Christian in at-
tendance and I did not know how to hide. I re-
member thinking: this woman is very angry with 
the church, and I am part of the church. Honestly, 
I did not even want people to know I was Chris-
tian because I thought they might kick me out 
or see me as an enemy of my own people. But 
that night I was deeply moved by what she said 
because I realized I had not fully become aware 
of the colonialism Indigenous communities had 
experienced. I remember going back to my room 
that night and praying. I said to God: “I do not fully 
understand what is happening here, but I know I 
need to become aware of something I have not 
truly seen before.” I remember kneeling there, cry-
ing and praying, saying: “I do not know what you 
are telling me, but I truly want to hear your voice. 
And if there is another way of walking, I want to 
walk differently.”

That night became a moment of conversion for 
me because my eyes were opened to another 
story—a story I had not heard before and had 
not lived myself. I remember saying: from today 
forward, as an Indigenous Guna follower of Je-
sus, I will stand in solidarity with the struggles 
of Indigenous peoples. I will not search for argu-
ments to justify violence. Instead, I will listen. I will 
walk alongside people. I will feel the pain. I will 
learn. And I will remain with the people. For me, 
this carried profound meaning because it opened 
the possibility of new relationships. Perhaps this 
would not have happened if I had not listened 
to that seventy-five-year-old Aymara wom-
an speaking to me as a twenty-year-old young 
woman. That was not the whole story, of course, 
but I received it as God speaking to me, and I be-
lieve that there was a transformation in the way 
I understood the Other, because although I come 
from a Guna community, for some reason I had 
not become fully aware of the colonialism present 
within churches.

Question: Faith on the Road    

What are some of the challenges and opportuni-
ties for theological dialogue between Indigenous 
theologies and global Christianity today?

Answer: Jocabed Solano

[First,] I think there is a great opportunity before 
us today for listening, for learning from one an-
other, for recognizing in the Other the face of Je-
sus—the face of divinity in the Other.

[Second,] I think it is key for us to think pneuma-
tologically about how we are seeing the Spirit 
of Life, the Spirit of God, the Holy Spirit, at work 

among Indigenous peoples. We should learn 
from the church of Antioch: when Paul arrives, it 
is asked whether the Spirit is present there too; 
when they go back to Jerusalem to give their re-
port, they affirm that yes, the Spirit is also there. 
So, I think there is a challenge for the Church to 
recognize and affirm that the Spirit of Life is also 
moving among the Indigenous peoples of the 
world.

[For example,] I think the challenge of history is 
very important. Here I am referring to the ways 
hegemonic histories have produced colonialism. 
Therefore, it becomes important to listen to the 
voices of revindication—in this case, the voices of 
Indigenous peoples, because we do not need in-
termediaries to tell our own stories. We ourselves, 
together with the action of the Spirit working 
among us, are the ones who must tell the story of 
what God is doing in our communities. One of the 
things we do through Memoria Indígena is [ just 
this]: we encourage Indigenous churches, Indig-
enous brothers and sisters, to tell the stories of 
what God is doing in their own contexts. I believe 
that this is a great opportunity to participate in 
what God is doing in God’s Kingdom and to work 
together with Indigenous communities so that 
these voices are truly heard and truly taken seri-
ously within the global Church as expressions of 
the way the Spirit is acting in these communities.

[Third,] I think this is an important opportunity for 
reparation. We speak about salvation, but salva-
tion without repair is not salvation. Here I think 
about what Jesus teaches us in the Gospel of 
Luke through Zacchaeus. You know the passage, 
so I will not retell it fully, but there is reparation 
there. Salvation comes to the house of Zacchaeus 
because there is an act of repair when Zacchaeus 
says, “I will return four times what I have stolen.” 
Although I think that many times we reduce repa-
ration only to economic terms, [but], yes, the eco-
nomic dimension matters. But there is also rep-
aration related to memory, reparation related to 
identity, reparation related to land. This becomes 
difficult because many times we are very com-
fortable, and reparation involves cost. But follow-
ing Jesus also has costs—concrete costs, concrete 
actions, actions that allow us to think seriously 
about how we can walk in concrete ways along-
side Indigenous communities. Churches around 
the world can imagine many forms of reparation. 
I think this would become one of the greatest tes-
timonies of our faith for many Indigenous peoples 
who do not believe in the Gospel of Jesus because 
they have encountered it as a colonial act.

[Fourth,] I think theology must reflect seriously 
on the values of Indigenous peoples, Indigenous 
epistemologies, and Indigenous ontologies, be-
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cause this is not merely an academic exercise. It 
has to do with a deepening understanding that 
the way we do theology must transform our rela-
tionships of power.

It is very important to think carefully about the 
relationships missionaries establish with Indige-
nous peoples. The economic dimension matters 
here too. When missionaries enter Indigenous 
communities, the question for me is this: are we 
creating projects because we genuinely care for 
people? Or because we are interested in num-
bers, statistics, and “results” that emerge from a 
Western logic but do not truly allow communities 
to be empowered to do the work they themselves 
believe is best for their own people? I believe that 
many of these relationships—relationships be-
tween institutions and organizations that hold re-
sources and Indigenous peoples and Indigenous 
churches—are not equitable. [But] these rela-
tionships need to be permeated by a theology of 
reciprocity, by mutuality, by forms of relationship 
fertilized by other ways of relating. When rela-
tionships are inequitable, they must be named 
and denounced because they do not reflect the 
Gospel of Jesus. I believe that the Gospel itself 
dismantles those structures that stand against 
the heart of the Gospel.

Finally, I believe that within these relationships 
of reciprocity we need far more space to listen to 
Indigenous voices and Indigenous theologies—to 
the work Indigenous peoples are already doing. 
We as the global Church must allow ourselves to 
be evangelized by Indigenous Christian theolo-
gies in ways that shape our mission and trans-
form the way we understand and practice it.

Question: Faith on the Road  

What would a theologically just future for Indig-
enous communities in Abya Yala look like, and 
what role should seminaries, churches, scholars, 
and organizations such as Scholar Leaders play?

Answer: Jocabed Solano 

I think that when we talk about theology, we 
also need to talk about epistemic injustices 
within theological spaces. It is very important 
to recognize that if we truly want a just theol-
ogy, then Indigenous Christian theologies must 
be taken seriously and acknowledged with full 
theological legitimacy. They cannot be treated 
as a subcategory of theology.

Sometimes hegemonic theologies look at In-
digenous theologies almost in a patronizing 
way: “How beautiful, they also do theology.” 

But then Indigenous theologies are not con-
sidered worthy of genuine dialogue alongside 
theologies coming from the North—or even 
alongside non-Indigenous Latin American the-
ologies. Epistemic justice invites us to imagine 
something different—not only eating together 
but also cooking together. We cook together. 
We prepare the table together. We eat togeth-
er. No theology is superior to another.

[Similarly,] many times when people hear “In-
digenous theology,” they immediately think 
only about creation care. Yes, of course, cre-
ation care matters, but Indigenous theologies 
also speak about soteriology. They speak about 
pneumatology. They speak about eschatolo-
gy. Obviously, creation care runs transversally 
through all of these areas. I am not [denying] 
it. What I mean is that people often reduce In-
digenous theology only to “the Earth.” But we 
need to understand that these perspectives are 
transversal to all areas of theology because, in 
the end, a truly Indigenous Christian theology 
involves the whole of life. Our faith must be 
present in every area of life.

Jocabed (above) is the director of Indigenous Memory 
and a missionary at Unidos en Misión. Currently she is 
pursuing a PhD in theological studies at NAIITS with 
support from Scholar Leaders.
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BOOK REVIEW:  
SERVING GOD UNDER SIEGE: 
HOW WAR TRANSFORMED A 

UKRAINIAN COMMUNITY 
Author: Daniel Muvengi

Syniy, Valentyn. Serving God Under Siege: How War Transformed a Ukrainian Community. 
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2025.

W
ritten from within the cru-
cible of war, Serving God 
Under Siege is a searing, 
pastoral, and theologi-
cally grounded memoir, 

authored by Valentyn Syniy, President of 
Tavriski Christian Institute (TCI) formerly of 
Kherson, Ukraine and now located in Kyiv, 
Ukraine. The book offers a firsthand ac-
count of how an evangelical seminary and 
its surrounding Christian community navi-
gated the Russian invasion of Ukraine be-
ginning in February 2022. The book is more 
than just merely a war chronicle. Syniy’s 
work is best understood as a theology of 
faithfulness under fire, in which Christian 
vocation, leadership, and hope are tested 
under conditions of sustained violence and 
displacement.
Jocabed Solano 

Content and Structure

The story unwraps the sudden rupture of 
ordinary life for TCI as Russian forces ad-
vanced on Kherson, Ukraine, which was 
TCI’s original location. That invasion in Feb-
ruary 2022 forced the evacuation of TCI’s 
staff, students, and their families. In a vivid 
and captivating manner, the author narrates 
the painful logistics of leading a mass flight 
across hundreds of miles to western Ukraine, 

followed by the challenge of rebuilding com-
munal and institutional life in “exile”. War is 
detestable. No matter which side wins and 
resumes the blossom of life, life becomes a 
desolate landscape. The seminary’s original 
campus in Kherson – later looted and effec-
tively destroyed – becomes a symbol of how 
war consumes not only land and infrastruc-
ture but also long‑nurtured ministries and in-
tellectual heritage. 

Despite the challenges and pain, the book 
refuses despair. One of its most compelling 
contributions is its documentation of how 
TCI adapted to new opportunities for minis-
try. At first, TCI participated in a collabora-
tive humanitarian relief network that brought 
together seminaries across Ukraine. As their 
situation stabilized, they resumed theological 
education in makeshift spaces. Even as they 
did so, they continued to shelter displaced 
people and to return, often at great personal 
risk, to combat zones in southeastern Ukraine 
to evacuate civilians. These accounts, often 
blended with Syniy’s personal reflections, 
give the book its narrative momentum. They 
also are an opportunity to consider how 
Christian moral integrity can be lived under 
extreme pressure, as they demonstrate a 
theology embedded in costly obedience rath-
er than abstract reflection. 
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Theological Contributions

A central theological concern of Serving 
God Under Siege is the question of calling 
amid catastrophe. Syniy repeatedly returns, 
both explicitly and implicitly, to C. S. Lew-
is’s famous wartime sermon “Learning in 
War‑Time,” asking how Christian institutions 
can continue to teach, form Christian lead-
ers, and bear witness when the world is col-
lapsing. Unlike Lewis, however, Syniy does 
not write as a distant observer. His theolo-
gy is “field‑tested,” emerging from sleepless 
nights, moral ambiguity, leadership fatigue, 
grief, and even personal doubts. 
Fundamentally, Syniy resists both triumphal-
ism and victimhood. He portrays Ukrainian 
Christians neither as heroic caricatures nor 
as passive sufferers but as morally serious 
actors navigating fear, doubt, guilt, and re-
sponsibility. The decision of Syniy’s elderly 
father, a Baptist pastor, to remain in Kherson 
with his congregation, even as others fled, 
becomes emblematic of the book’s central 
moral tension: when to leave, when to stay, 
and who bears the cost of each choice. 

Narrative Strengths

A major strength of this book is its pastoral 
attentiveness to the embodiment of trauma. 
Syniy notes how war reshapes physical pos-
ture, tone of voice, linguistic choices, and even 
rhythms of breathing. Even in relative safety, 
people walk as if they are still targets. Such 
observations elevate the book beyond testi-
mony into ethically sensitive witness, helping 
readers grasp the long-term psychosocial 
consequences of war on faith communities. 

Equally powerful are moments of ordinary 
grace: celebrating a daughter’s wedding 
during displacement, sharing meals with 
strangers who become neighbours, and re-
discovering worship in unfamiliar places. 
These moments resist sentimentalization 
while affirming that Christian hope is not 
suspended during war; it is re‑learned.

Limitations and Audience

Because the book is written from a deeply 
personal and evangelical perspective, read-
ers seeking geopolitical or military analysis 
will need to look elsewhere. Syniy offers mor-
al clarity rather than comprehensive political 
argumentation. 

Additionally, Eastern European evangelical 
life – its institutions, networks, and theolog-
ical idioms – may feel unfamiliar to Western 
readers, though this is ultimately a strength, 
not a weakness. Engaging an unfamiliar ec-
clesial context often forces those of us who 
lead in the Church to make explicit what is 
often implicit in our dominant theological 
frameworks. Eastern European evangelical 
theology, shaped by minority status, repres-
sion, and resilience, foregrounds lived faith, 
communal endurance, and spiritual practice 
as sources of theological knowledge. In some 
instances, this challenges theology that priv-
ileges formal doctrine detached from embod-
ied ecclesial life.

Overall Assessment

The book will be particularly valuable for:

•	 Theologians and seminarians reflect-
ing on ministry and mission in crisis;
•	 Church leaders in conflict‑affected or 
fragile contexts;
•	 Practitioners working at the intersec-
tions of faith, trauma, and humanitarian re-
sponse; and
•	 Readers concerned with ethical lead-
ership under extreme pressure.

For those believers who are living on the 
edge right now, whether of war or of other 
major crises, Serving God Under Siege fills 
an important place in contemporary Chris-
tian literature. It offers forms of faithfulness 
shaped by pressure rather than privilege. 
Since it presents lived theology from contexts 
of constraint, it challenges success-oriented 
paradigms of ministry with a vision of min-
istry grounded in endurance, integrity, and 
communal witness.

Author Bio:
Daniel Muvengi

Dr. Daniel Muvengi currently serves with World Vision International as the Senior Director 
for Faith, Programming & Impact, based in Nairobi, Kenya. His career in international devel-
opment spans over 30 years. Daniel holds a PhD in Missiology from Northwest University, 
South Africa; an MBA from Don Bosco University; an MA from Leeds University, and a BA 
from Egerton University. Daniel is married and blessed with 3 children. 

Those reading the book rightly compare it to 
The Hiding Place by Corrie ten Boom – not 
because of stylistic similarity but because 
both works prove that Christian faith is most 
truthfully revealed not in explanations of evil 
but in faithful presence amidst experiences 
of evil. Both demonstrate that true break-
throughs of faith and life come not from 
“blessings” (i.e., physical prosperity and safe-
ty) but in seasons of crushing. Furthermore, 
Syniy’s book stands as a sober reminder that 
war tests institutions as much as individuals 
and that safeguarding the soul of a com-

munity may matter as much as preserving 
buildings. 

In an age when many discussions of faith 
and crisis are abstract or performative, Serv-
ing God Under Siege offers something rarer: 
credible, costly, and deeply human testimo-
ny. This masterpiece is not just a book; it is a 
call to action that will leave a lasting impact. 
It is a call to obedience in the midst of painful 
sacrifice. It is the calling for every sojourner in 
the Christian faith. 

From the publisher:

Serving God Under Siege occupies an important space in Christian 
writing about war. Syniy explores the same question that C. S. Lewis 
addressed in his classic sermon “Learning in War-Time”: how can 
an educational institution carry on when the world is falling apart? 
By exploring this question in a full-length book, Syniy is able to delve 
deeper and illuminate more complex answers. Serving God Under 
Siege is also a worthy successor to Corrie Ten Boom’s classic memoir 
The Hiding Place, insofar as it transports readers to a place where 
Christians are grappling with contemporary evil and trying to find 
ways to bear witness to Christ’s love. Simultaneously heartbreaking 
and inspiring, Syniy’s book is a must read for those who care about 
the global church and want to understand the human cost of the war 
in Ukraine.

eerdmans.com/9780802885692/serving-god-under-siege/

https://eerdmans.com/9780802885692/serving-god-under-siege/ 
https://eerdmans.com/9780802885692/serving-god-under-siege/ 
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BOOK REVIEW: 
THE CROSS AND THE OLIVE TREE: 

CULTIVATING PALESTINIAN 
THEOLOGY AMID GAZA  

Munayer, John. S and Samuel S. Munayer, eds. The Cross and the Olive Tree: 
Cultivating Palestinian Theology Amid Gaza. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
2025.

T he Cross and the Olive Tree is an anthology of essays writ-
ten by young Palestinian Christian theologians after the 
Gaza war began in October 2023. The book is edited by 
two brothers, John and Samuel Munayer, who introduce it 
by explaining the appropriateness of the image of olive trees 

for Palestinian theology. Olive trees have spiritual significance as they 
bear the “pain and beauty” of the Palestinian land; hence their relevance 
for such a book that speaks about both the pain of oppression and the 
beauty of holding onto hope grounded in theological truths. 

The personal story of one of the authors, Asmara Hammouri-Davis, may be 
representative of what some of the contributors have faced. Hammouri-Da-
vis was on the verge of abandoning her Christian faith due to the injustice 
and stereotyping against her race and gender that she faced in her Palestin-
ian context. Fortunately, she met a group of Palestinian theologians and was 
inspired to hold onto faith. This story illustrates one core reason for writing 
this collection: to inspire hope in those who are on the verge of giving up 
amidst the realities of the atrocities of war and pain in Palestine, which can-
not and should not be overlooked by the global Church. In fact, the Church 
must support Palestinian Christians as they grapple to develop a theology 
that is both contextual and authentic. This is what the seven essays seek to 
do in this anthology. The word “hope” permeates all the essays and forms a 
crucial element of the Palestinian theology that endures to the end.

After the editors’ introductory remarks, the first chapter is a cross-disciplinary 
essay steeped in a historical-narrative framework. Yousef Kamal Al-Khouri 
reminds readers about the prominence of Christianity in the history of Gaza. 
This history may come as a surprise to those who may not be conversant 
with it. Yet it serves the purpose of reconstruction of a neglected Christian 
presence that has invaluable insights – especially from the real-life experi-
ences narrated by teitas (grandmothers). Al-Khouri celebrates the experi-
ences of the teitas, envisioned as “faith anchors,” who inspire the younger 
generation to faithfulness in word and deed. Such narratives also reinforce 
the need to foreground “neglected” contributions in the quest for a Palestin-
ian theology. Similarly, then, Marah Sarji’s essay offers a comparative anal-
ysis of Guatemala and Gaza by exploring the contributions of women who 
enact divine care amid suffering and violence. These women perform acts 
of care, which brings the presence of God to others during atrocities and 
shares hope.
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The idea of the presence of God or imagin-
ing God “under the rubble” (39) is reinforced 
by Lamma Mansour’s essay on “Kingdom 
imagination.” This ingenious article brings to 
the fore the need to imagine the future while 
undergoing deep atrocities in the present. 
Imagination, according to Mansour, is not 
an act of escapism, as some may perceive. 
When violence creates hopelessness and 
depression, Kingdom imagination calls for 
envisioning the not-yet in the biblical prom-
ise of ultimate restoration and reclamation. 
Mansour’s cites Maya Angelou’s poem “The 
Caged Bird” and Martin Luther King Jr.’s calls 
for “creative maladjustment” that refuses to 
normalize evil and destruction, while calling 
for appropriate actions.

Daniel Munayer picks up this call for action 
by showing the need for reconciliation as 
co-resistance. Surprisingly, he advocates for 
the oppressed working together with the op-
pressor for liberation. He draws from his own 
experience in an Israeli-Jewish school and 
critiques the reconciliation models that nor-
malize colonial occupancy. He gives biblical 
examples of co-resistance while suggesting 
implementation of a Palestinian peace-mak-
ing model (sulha). Munayer’s counterintuitive 
argument is followed by an essay by Shadia 
Qutbi that suggests a similarly creative, un-
expected resonance. Qutbi compares Pal-
estinian and Indigenous North American 
theologies and understanding of land, while 
leveraging the presence of the sumac tree 
as a metaphor in and for both contexts. Al-
though these contexts are located thousands 
of miles from each other, they have the com-
monality of experiencing settler colonial-
ism and genocide. Qutbi, however, does not 
dwell on such similarities. Instead, she uses 
a contrapuntal reading of two texts by Mitri 
Raheb and Daniel Zacharias, who hail from 
the two contexts respectively, to reimagine a 
new framework of formulating relevant the-
ologies of land that are inclusive. 

The anthology closes with a chapter on mar-
tyrdom written by the brother-editors. They 
point out that their sombre topic must nev-
er be absent from Palestinian theologizing. 

They remind readers that the Greek word 
“martyr” means “witness” – as in, those who 
help to spread the gospel. Yet martyrdom as 
bearing witness transcends religious bound-
aries, so the authors discuss solidarity be-
tween Palestinian Muslims and Palestinian 
Christians in the martyrdom of suffering un-
der oppression. This solidarity transcends a 
mere call for survival or heroism; rather, for 
Palestinian Christians, it is about bearing 
witness to Christ, who stands for justice for 
all humanity.  

Critical Assessment: Argument and Contri-
bution to Theology 

This anthology presents four strands that 
make it unique: experiential knowledge; ec-
umenicism; gender and age inclusivity, and 
interfaith sensitivity. These four themes form 
the book’s contribution.

Experiential Knowledge 

These essays are not written from an ivory 
tower. All the writers are Palestinians who 
have been touched by the Gaza war in one 
way or another. The information they pres-
ent in their respective essays stem from their 
lived experiences, not abstract knowledge 
gained from secondary data.

Experiential knowledge as information 
gleaned via direct involvement in a situation 
provides more situationally appropriate and 
pragmatic recommendations. Thus, the writ-
ers were carefully selected as people who 
understand the war because they are direct-
ly involved as Palestinians. No wonder they 
have the confidence to critique past models 
on topics like reconciliation! No wonder they 
seek to offer more actionable suggestions. 
Daniel Munayer, for instance, justifies his 
call for an alternative approach to reconcili-
ation by asserting that current reconciliation 
modes are often “colonial, normalizing, and 
oppressive in the Palestinian-Israeli context” 
(83). He demonstrates people’s scepticism 
toward Western-funded reconciliation en-
deavours: Most such reconciliation efforts are 
led by Israelis, to the disadvantage of Pales-

tinians. Hence, Munayer recommends that, 
for reconciliation to be effective, it should 
be led by the oppressed people, in this case 
the Palestinians. His recommendation stems 
from his ongoing work as the director of an 
organization called Musalaha, which pro-
motes reconciliation between Israelis and 
Palestinians. 

Such active involvement gives each writer 
the authenticity to address their subjects and 
hence an authority that cannot be dismissed. 
They even have the audacity to critique “old-
er” non-Palestinian theologians who have 
tended to weaponize biblical texts to justify 
land occupation by settlers. Because these 
theologians are not Palestinians, they do 
not have the experiences that these young 
writers have and upon which these young 
writers base their appeals for a theological 
rethinking.

Another aspect of this theme are the various 
indigenous hermeneutics offered by some 
of the authors – indigenous hermeneutics 
grounded in lived knowledge of various con-
textual models of peace-making. Writers are 
familiar with indigenous models – like sulha, 
a communal peace-making initiative that 
addresses truth and reparation – and hence 
can critique conventional models based on 
foreign ideologies. More concretely, authors 
use physical elements of Palestinian life – ol-
ive trees, sumac – to make their arguments in 
ways that honour everyday experience. 

Ecumenicism

The ecumenical nature of this collection of 
essays is evidenced by one of the reviews 
that has been written already. The America 
Jesuit Review published a review by David 
Neuhaus, S. J on January 12, 2026, entitled, 
“Building a Palestinian Theology amid the 
Ruin” (2026). Neuhaus is a Jesuit priest from 
South Africa but has lived in Israel and teach-
es scriptures in Palestine. He acknowledges 
the book’s significant contribution towards 
formulating and propagating Palestinian 
theology. 

Furthermore, authors mention ecumeni-
cal spaces, such as the Sabeel Ecumenical 
Theological Centre, where writer Hammou-
ri-Davis received help Palestinian Christians 
(49). Thus, the book demonstrates that Pal-
estinian theology is not confined to evan-
gelical Palestinian Christians. It has to in-
volve Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Armenian 
Apostolic, and Anglican Christians. Such an 
ecumenical outlook challenges other global 
contexts to follow suit. In the same way that 
enjoying olives unites Palestinian communi-
ties, the writers craft a theology that tran-
scends denominational boundaries in a bid 
for hope and resilience. 

Gender and Age Inclusivity 

Out of the seven articles, four are by wom-
en. In addition, articles emphasize women’s 
contributions to survival during the war and 
to faithfulness, particularly the contributions 
of the teitas. This is a significant strength. 
Some authors explicitly call out the absence 
of women from Palestinian theology: Sarji 
mentions that “no major work in Palestin-
ian theology thus far has taken up women’s 
lives and concerns as primary resources for 
ethical and theological reflection” (25). Thus, 
this book tries to fill this gap by highlighting 
both young and old women, scholars and 
not-scholars, all of whom have made contri-
butions to the formation of an authentic Pal-
estinian theology.

The element of inclusivity is also evident in 
the book’s intergenerational emphasis. Al-
though the main writers are all young theolo-
gians, they respect history, discuss tradition 
at length, and do not ignore the support they 
have received from older Palestinian theolo-
gians. While the atrocities (such as the Nak-
ba of 1948 for the older generation and the 
ongoing war in Gaza now) that each gener-
ation experiences is unique to its time, these 
younger authors rely on intergenerational 
conversations to produce insights that propel 
Palestinian theology forward.
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Interfaith Sensitivity 

The collection’s interfaith sensitivity is a final 
thread that makes it valuable across glob-
al contexts. The authors express respect for 
Palestinian Muslims in particular. The con-
cluding essay illustrates this theme clearly 
as the authors call for solidarity in discussing 
Palestinian liberation theology. Muslims and 
Christians both undergo martyrdom in Gaza; 
members of both faiths experience “oppres-
sion, displacement, and resistance under 
occupation,” a fact that provides a “strong 
foundation for solidarity and unity . . . [M]ar-
tyrdom transcends theological boundaries, 
becoming a collective expression of resis-
tance and a witness to injustice” (140). 

Conclusion

This anthology makes a significant contribu-
tion to the formation of Palestinian theology. 
The essays present relevant and authentic 
arguments drawn from context and experi-
ence, and their inclusivity – of gender, age, 
faith traditions, and indigenous perspectives 
– strengthens their claims. Not only does this 
book make a convincing call for justice and 
offer practical steps toward reconciliation, 
but its structure provides a model for oth-
er contexts in which Christians are seeking 
to create new theologies in the face of war. 
Thus, this book’s wisdom is necessary for the 
global Church.

From the publisher:

From the lived theology of grandmothers to traditions of scholarship, 
from ancient liturgies to contemporary resistance, eight Palestinian 
Christian theologians offer a crucial and vibrant perspective on liber-
ation, reconciliation, and divine imagination. Written within the heart 
of suffering, the cross and the olive tree interpret each other in an 
unwavering hope, symbols of faith and homeland.

orbisbooks.com/products/the-cross-and-the-olive-tree
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 ABOUT THE ARTWORK

A t InSights Journal, we pair 
theological reflection with 
visual art to honor the 
richness of Majority World 
perspectives – not only in 

thought, but also in creative expression. 
We believe that art can offer its own kind 
of theological insight and deepen the 
reader’s theological imagination.

Our artwork selections are made with care. 
Whenever possible, we feature pieces that 
reflect the geographic and cultural contexts 
of our contributors, as well as the theological 
questions or themes they explore. 

Due to copyright constraints, we limit our 
selections to works designated as “Open 
Access.” In cases where cultural or themat-
ic alignment is not possible, aesthetic mer-
it within those parameters guides our final 
choices.

“To Midwife Life in the Midst of a Hurricane” (p. 8) 
Homer, Winslow. Hurricane, Bahamas. 1898. watercolor and graphite on off-white 
wove paper, 36.7 × 53.5 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 1910, 
acc. no. 10.228.7. www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/316457.  
 

“From Vision to Viability” (p. 12) 
Paminggir artists. Palepai Maju (Ceremonial Banner). 18th–19th century, glass 
and ceramic beads, fiber, cloth, nassa shells, 411.5 × 123.2 cm. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, 1990, acc. no. 1990.335.28. www.metmuseum.org/art/
collection/search/316457.

“Developing a Community of Scholars” (p. 22) 
Swanson, John August. Celebration, from Art in the Christian Tradition, a project 
of the Vanderbilt University Divinity Library, Nashville, TN. https://act.library.
vanderbilt.edu/artworks/56538.

“Preaching as Pacesetter” (p. 34)
Gauguin, Paul. Two Women. 1901 or 1902, oil on canvas, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/
search/438001

“Scholar Leaders Women’s Peer Leader Forum Roundtable” (p. 42)
Fragment of a Queen’s Face. ca. 1390–1336 B.C., yellow jasper. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/544514.

“If There Another Way of Walking, I Want to Walk Differently ” (p. 56)
Kuna, Blouse or Mola, 20th century, Brooklyn Museum. Creative Commons-BY. 
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/objects/194077

“Serving God Under Siege” (p. 64)
Tamkin, Vlad. A Painting on the Side of a Building. 1 Nov. 2024, Lviv, Ukraine. 
Unsplash, unsplash.com/photos/a-painting-on-the-side-of-a-building-CT_
x87eGVrc.

“The Cross and the Olive Tree” (p. 68)
Sargent, John Singer. Two Arab Women. 1905(?), oil on canvas. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/12443.
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