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Editors’ Introduction
Stephen R. Graham and Linda D. Trostle

iii

One of the significant changes in the ecology of theological education over 
the past three or four decades has been the decline of institutions and 

structures that both formally and informally influenced and prepared stu-
dents for vocations of ministry  An important facet of that preparation was the 
spiritual formation that happened, for example, through Sunday Schools, con-
gregational youth ministries, Christian camps, sodalities, and a whole array of 
other associations and institutions  As a result, theological schools have had 
to broaden their scope of work and become more intentional about the spiri-
tual formation of students  Roman Catholic schools have emphasized spiritual 
formation for decades, and it is an integral part of the Program for Priestly 
Formation  In addition, within the past thirty years or so, a growing number 
of Protestant schools have included programs of spiritual formation in their 
curricular and extracurricular programs  
 In recent years, pressures from the public, governmental agencies, and 
accreditors have pushed schools to assess their work of educating and form-
ing students. The confluence of these two streams of change has led to the 
dilemma of how to assess spiritual formation  It is one thing to evaluate aca-
demic performance and intellectual development, but how is spiritual devel-
opment to be measured? This issue of Theological Education gives examples of 
programs in spiritual formation that have developed in evangelical Protestant, 
mainline Protestant, and Roman Catholic schools, and in the latter case, offers 
a way to assess spiritual growth 
 In addition, three authors examine topics related to faculty work within 
the changing environment of theological education  Two of the articles ex-
plore issues related to the increasing racial/ethnic diversity of faculty and stu-
dents, and the third looks to the future of theological education through the 
lens of participation in the Lexington Seminar, a Lilly Endowment funded 
project that enabled more than forty theological schools to wrestle with issues 
of theological teaching and learning 1

 Leading off is the writing team of Mary and Steve Lowe of Erskine Theo-
logical Seminary, who in their article “Reciprocal Theology: A Comprehensive 
Model of Spiritual Formation in Theological Education” assert that spiritual for-
mation takes place within a much broader context than has been considered 
in the past  Integrating theological concepts of spiritual formation with social 
science insights from human ecology theory and social network theory, the au-
thors explore the varied sources of spiritual fellowship beyond the campus com-
munity: “Seminary students of all age cohorts no longer live in fixed and geo-
graphically bounded faith communities . . . they live and serve in fluid multisite 
social networks that are highly idiosyncratic and can be spiritually beneficial.”

1  See, Malcolm L  Warford, ed , Practical Wisdom on Theological Teaching and Learning (New 
York: Peter Lang, 2005); and Malcolm L  Warford, ed , Revitalizing Practice: Collaborative Models for 
Theological Faculties (New York: Peter Lang, 2008) 
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 Kathleen Hope Brown of Virginia Theological Seminary distinguishes be-
tween the formation and the education of students in her article, “Formation and 
Education of Ministers ” Using insights from the Christian spiritual tradition 
and work by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, she 
suggests that the task of educators is to facilitate for their students the inte-
gration of their theological, spiritual, personal, and professional growth: “We 
need not only to feed their minds but to foster a movement of their hearts as 
well  We are about something that must be holistic and transformative ”
 Edward Hogan of Kenrick-Glennon Seminary along with Karen Kangas 
Dwyer of the University of Nebraska-Omaha serve on the program review 
committee for the Institute for Priestly Formation. Their article, “Assessing a 
Program of Spiritual Formation Using Pre and Post Self-Report Measures” 
describes the process and instrument used to assess whether the ten-week 
program for the spiritual formation of diocesan seminarians was meeting its 
stated objectives  “The results,” they say, “suggest that it is possible to develop 
a curriculum—even one focused on ‘ineffable qualities’—whose success (or 
failure) can be measured in some way ”
 Turning now to faculty issues, Carmen Nanko-Fernandez of Catholic Theo-
logical Union examines the growing field of practical theology from a Latino/a 
perspective in her article “Held Hostage by Method? Interrupting Pedagogical 
Assumptions—Latinamente ” The article challenges the growing body of scholar-
ship to attend to its methodological and pedagogical preferences and exclusions. 
She cautions that “practical theology in its attempts to be transnational and inter-
cultural is in effect neither and risks becoming another face of imperial theologiz-
ing that colonizes and homogenizes though under an even bigger umbrella ”
 Another perspective of diversity and multicultural education comes from 
a study conducted by Deborah Gin of Azusa Pacific School of Theology, “Does 
Our Understanding Lack Complexity? Faculty Perceptions on Multicultural 
Education.” Soliciting responses from 300 seminary faculty, Gin finds that 
black, Latino/a, and multiple-race faculty far more frequently engage in mul-
ticultural education of their students than do Asian and white faculty  Given 
that projections place the US church in a nonwhite-majority context in the near 
future, “theological educators,” she advocates, “must       engage in the prepa-
ration of their seminarians to minister in such a context ”
 Rounding out this issue of Theological Education is a report stemming from 
the Lexington Seminar  In her article “Loving the Questions: Finding Food for 
the Future of Theological Education in the Lexington Seminar,” Mary Hess of 
Luther Seminary delves into data from the seminar to address challenges with-
in teaching and learning, including questions of shifting authority, struggles 
over what constitutes authenticity, and the need to reshape faculty and student 
practices around agency  The goal, she says, is to help theological schools to 
“continue to grow and learn” and to encourage faculties and their institutions 
to “turn again to the necessary work of living into these challenges ”
 We hope this issue of Theological Education offers some helpful insights 
for leaders in theological education as they address various facets of spiritual 
formation and also how pedagogical issues and practices among faculty play 
an integral part of the education and formation of theological school students 
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Reciprocal Ecology: A Comprehensive 
Model of Spiritual Formation  
in Theological Education
Mary E. Lowe and Stephen D. Lowe
Erskine Theological Seminary

ABSTRACT: Integrating theological concepts of spiritual formation with 
social science insights from human ecology theory and social network theory, 
the authors set forth a reciprocal ecology of spiritual formation model for theo-
logical education in the twenty-first century. Countless holistic (academic, 
social, spiritual, emotional) transactions occur within the social ecology of 
the seminary community (and beyond) to instigate mutual spiritual forma-
tion toward Christian maturity. An ecological and social network perspective 
of student spiritual formation situates seminary formation efforts within a 
larger context of influence than previously considered.

Introduction 

Gordon Smith observed in 1996 that in theological education, “We urgently
need a model for an understanding of the place and role of spiritual 

development within the academy.”1 Although true then, we still are in need of 
a model of Christian formation that embraces the twenty-first century reality 
of theological education. At a time when many seminaries follow a distribu-
tive education approach involving multiple campuses, extension sites, and 
online education, it is time to embrace a conception of spiritual formation that 
encompasses our present situation.
 Today’s seminary students lead widely distributed existences across a 
variety of social contexts. They are sometimes working professionally, serving 
as full- or part-time ministers or staff members, and fulfill roles as parents, 
caretakers, and citizens while enrolled in seminary. Our students today, as 
Heidi Campbell asserts, “live between multiple social spheres and groups,” 
where they have “created webs of connection between different social contexts 
to create a personalized network of relations.”2 Jan Fernback echoes this view 
by noting that a greater portion of our culture lives life “in multiple, overlap-
ping spheres of social interaction.”3 Seminary students of all age cohorts no 
longer live in fixed and geographically bounded faith communities as their 
only source of spiritual fellowship and nourishment. Instead, they live and 
serve in fluid multisite social networks (immediate family, extended family, 
local church, denomination, seminary, voluntary associations, online commu-
nities, accountability groups, and so forth) that are highly idiosyncratic and 
can be spiritually beneficial.
 The diffused nature of seminary student existence that Campbell describes 
mirrors the diffused structure of an increasing number of seminaries. While 
some seminaries still have a campus-based residential community of learners 
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who live, eat, study, and worship together, many have moved away from this 
model. Today most seminary campuses host commuters long enough for them 
to go to classes, attend a chapel service, stay overnight, and eat a meal or two 
while they are on campus. The numbers that ATS report are consistent with 
this trend. In an email message to the authors on May 15, 2013, Tom Tanner 
indicated, 

We [ATS] currently have ninety-four schools with approved 
extension sites that together total 258 different locations. 
While I don’t have hard data on the increase in extension edu-
cation sites, I’m confident it has grown fairly rapidly in recent 
years. This year, for example, our most prevalent petitions are 
for new extension sites.4 

We are finding that learners require greater flexibility in their academic pro-
grams in order to accommodate ministry, family needs, or jobs. 
 Not long ago Erskine Seminary had an Army chaplain “commute” to one 
of our extension sites by hitching a ride on a military transport plane from 
his base in Germany to attend class once a month in South Carolina. Given 
the reality that most theological schools have students who take classes and 
participate in seminary life on an ad hoc basis, we need a model of spiritual 
formation that exhibits goodness of fit with our existing situations as students, 
faculty, staff, administrators, and institutions. We propose in what follows an 
ecosystems model of understanding and cultivating spiritual formation that 
considers the shifting cultural and spiritual complexity of twenty-first century 
seminary students and the emerging realities of many seminary campuses. 

The reciprocal ecology model

 Jacqueline Mattis et al. have stated unequivocally, “It is critical that schol-
ars take an ecological approach to studies of spiritual maturity . . . .”5 An 
ecological approach to the study of spiritual formation means that we zoom 
out and study the subject less from an individualistic orientation and more 
from a corporate perspective. An ecological approach uses the metaperspec-
tive and tools of the study of natural biotic ecologies applied to the study of 
human ecologies. Human ecology appreciates the similarities between the 
reciprocal interconnections of living things in natural ecosystems and the 
reciprocal interconnections of humans with one another in social ecosystems. 
Human development models such as what Urie Bronfenbrenner proposed 
utilize the insights of human ecology to explain how we grow and develop 
through reciprocal interactions in embedded social networks.6

 An ecological approach also appreciates the biblical metaphors, analogies, 
and images that suggest one consider the interconnections of living things in 
creation as well as the interconnections in the body of Christ. Howard Snyder 
sets out a robust description of the church as the body of Christ in ecological 
categories that calls attention to interconnections among members. He argues 
that the church “may be viewed ecologically as a dynamic interplay of several 
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parts.”7 He uses the language of ecology to help us appreciate the “complex-
ity” and “interconnectedness” of how Paul understood the church as the body 
of Christ. He proposes that an ecological model of the church helps us see 
that “every system operates within a larger system” and that “we are part of a 
highly complex creation marked by interrelationships and interdependence.”8 
His argument is that the natural created order best understood from the per-
spective of ecosystem forms the concrete reality of Paul’s metaphor. 
 Although Snyder does not address the application of his ecological per-
spective of the church to spiritual formation, we find his approach to be a 
fruitful starting point to think theologically and sociologically about the eco-
logical nature of spiritual formation. Combined with insights from human 
ecology models of human development and the more recent research on social 
networks, we propose a working model of faith formation that appreciates its 
ecological dynamic.9 We see a need for a wider lens through which to view 
spiritual formation in theological education and believe that the lens of social 
networks and social ecologies offers a helpful vantage point for doing so.
 A holistic model of spiritual formation incorporates and integrates several 
collateral lines of evidence. First, we know that natural growth in God’s cre-
ation occurs as the result of various types of reciprocal interactions between 
and among living things in a defined ecosystem. Second, we know that human 
growth and development is the result of reciprocal interactions between and 
among growing humans in a defined social network. Third, we are learning 
from Scripture that Christians grow through reciprocal interactions that occur 
in sociospiritual ecologies such as family, church, and school. A theological 
school is a defined sociospiritual ecosystem composed of Christian students, 
faculty, and staff connected to one another spiritually and socially. These 
sociospiritual connections provide opportunities for reciprocal interactions 
across a multitude of contexts. Our reciprocal ecology model explains how 
such connections and transactions work to foster mutual spiritual formation 
that leads to whole person transformation. An examination of the collateral 
lines of evidence that constitute the model will follow.

Thinking connectionally: The power of social networks

 Many denominations, like the United Methodist Church, organize around 
a connectional system that creates a sense of solidarity and a bond of unity 
among diverse denominational entities. What Wesley and others knew intu-
itively and from personal experience about the power of such connections, 
we are now learning about scientifically. Campbell proposes the use of a 
social network approach for analyzing religious organizations, institutions, 
and communities. She argues that the “social network metaphor provides 
a more accurate description of contemporary patterns of relationships.” We 
agree with her approach and the assumption that social networks provide “an 
important new narrative and research tool” that serves as “a valuable lens for 
describing the function of community.”10 
 While reductionism with its accompanying fragmentation and specializa-
tion was the hallmark of scientific inquiry in the twentieth century, holism 
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is the operating principle of science in the twenty-first century.11 A holistic 
understanding of reality recognizes the interconnectivity of everything.12 
When applied to the interconnections between human beings, a holistic orien-
tation recognizes the power of social networks. While many often think social 
media when they see or hear the term social network, the two are not the same. 
Social media such as Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and Twitter are visible 
manifestations of some parts of a person’s social network. A social network “is 
a collection of people” with “a specific set of connections” that create a “par-
ticular pattern” of ties that “explain why the whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts.”13 Social networks are self-organizing dynamic connections among 
people that we can study like life webs in a natural habitat.
 Intricate algebraic and technological algorithms produce visual maps of 
social relationships that scientists use to study the spread of obesity, alcohol-
ism, happiness, depression, and smoking in social networks.14 
 The spread of obesity, depression, and happiness in social networks sug-
gests that they are “a kind of human superorganism.” As such, they “grow 
and evolve,” displaying the same capability of spreading social contagion 
as diseases spread through human contact.15 Today YouTube videos go viral 
because one person links to a site and shares the video with friends, and soon 
millions have viewed the video. Borrowing a concept from the field of epi-
demiology, social network scientists refer to social contagion as the spread 
of an idea, emotion, behavior, or product through a social network. Support 
for assuming similarity in diffusion between the spread of disease and social 
contagion “is backed by the empirical fact that many innovations diffuse in a 
pattern that is similar to the spread of infectious diseases.”16

 Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler discovered in their analysis of the 
Framingham Heart Study “that social contacts one thousand miles from each 
other can influence each other’s weight.”17 The power to influence others with 
whom we have social connections is even more evident in that “influence does 
not require face-to-face interaction” but simply requires the flow of informa-
tion about the behaviors, attitudes, and emotions of others through various 
kinds of social contact.18 
 In a similar way, social network ties among Christians function to produce 
mutual growth through the power of the Holy Spirit. These connections create 
an opportunity for sustained interaction between Christians, and it is to a con-
sideration of those interactions that we now turn. 

Thinking ecologically: The power of social interactions

 The connections we create in our social networks provide opportunities 
for bidirectional influence. The study of human ecology opens our eyes to the 
nature of the relationships among persons connected socially and spiritually. 
 American naturalist John Muir said, “When we try to pick out anything 
by itself we find that it is bound fast . . . to everything in the universe.”19 Due 
to the influence of the scientific study of natural ecosystems, we are begin-
ning to appreciate even more of Muir’s native observation. The modern study 
of ecology and even the term itself traces its origin to Arthur Tansley’s 1935 
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publication that appeared in the scientific magazine Ecology. Since that time, 
the study of natural ecologies has demonstrated that individual living things 
are part of a larger whole in which “the whole and the parts therefore recipro-
cally influence and determine each other, and appear more or less to merge 
their individual characters.”20 
 Those familiar with New Testament Greek already know that oikos pro-
vides the etymological origin of our English word ecology. In naturalistic 
studies, the term refers to the house within which humans live as a defined 
ecosystem comprising air, water, soil, flora, and fauna, all of which are inter-
connected and mutually influencing.
 Eventually social scientists found the naturalistic concept of ecosystem 
to be a fruitful framework within which to study human ecologies.21 Bron-
fenbrenner’s pioneering work in the ecology of human development set in 
motion a multitude of studies that resurrected the nature/nurture debate.22 
Recognizing the parallels between natural growth in natural ecosystems and 
human growth in human ecosystems, Bronfenbrenner proposed a series of 
developmental propositions buttressed by his own research and that of others. 
Essentially, he argued that human development begins with innate capacities 
that require reciprocal interaction with other developing persons in a variety 
of social settings that “instigate” mutual development.23 Reciprocity involv-
ing social interactions and transactions of various types between and among 
developing persons proved a central tenet of his model.24 He further proposed 
that these intentional interactions between persons produced developmental 
change in all the parties involved in the reciprocal engagements over time.25 
This recent refinement of his model emphasizes the processes or “the mech-
anisms that produce and sustain stability or change over time.” He most 
famously illustrated this aspect of his model by his analogy of a game of ping 
pong in which both players increasingly challenge one another’s skills toward 
greater facility.”26 

Thinking theologically: The power of connections and interactions 
in the body of Christ

 As we mentioned earlier, Snyder has alerted us to think ecologically about 
the church as the body of Christ. Although others have observed the symbiotic 
relationship of individual members of the body to one another and to Christ 
as Head, no one has used the language and concept of ecology to describe 
these relationships. His observations have prompted us to be more alert to 
Paul’s use of language, and this has drawn our attention to two unique fea-
tures of the Pauline correspondence. Paul employs a host of syn-compounds 
that appear to be unique to his writings, and he is the dominant user of allēlōn 
terminology in the New Testament. We find in his use of these terms a reflec-
tion of his ecological conception of the church and a mechanism for its growth 
as a living organism. The syn-compounds reflect how Paul understands our 
sociospiritual connections to one another and the allēlōn imperatives reflect 
how he understands our need for reciprocal interactions with one another.27
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Pauline syn-compounds 
 The essential thrust of Paul’s use of the syn-compounds is to emphasize 
our connection to Christ and to one another. Because of the connection Chris-
tians have to Christ, they share a connection to one another that creates a 
sociospiritual bond and solidarity (koinonia). Four of the syn-compounds have 
a direct application to our understanding of the intimate connection Chris-
tians have with one another (symbibazo, 1 Cor. 2:16; Eph. 4:16; symphytos, Rom. 
6:5; synarmologeo, Eph. 2:21; 4:12; and syndesmos, Eph. 4:3; Col. 2:19, 3, 14). Each 
of them expresses in its own way how Christians are “knit together,” how we 
“fit together,” how we are “bonded together” like ligaments in the human 
body, and how we “grow together” feeding off of and nourishing one another 
in the sociospiritual ecology of the body of Christ. Ephesians 2:2 offers another 
example of the syn-compound linked with one of Paul’s favorite words for 
spiritual formation—edification (synōikodomeō). We build up, edify, and expe-
rience spiritual formation through our connections to one another energized 
by the Holy Spirit. As Brendan McGrath notes, Paul uses these syn-compounds 
“to express as forcibly as possible the intimacy of the connection” of the Chris-
tian with Christ and with one another.28

Pauline allēlōn commands
 While the syn-compounds stress our connections to one another in the 
body of Christ, the allēlōn commands stress the nature of our interactions 
through those connections.29 Numerous treatments exist that consider the 
application of the allēlōn imperatives to interpersonal relationships among 
Christians, but none considers their significance for the mutual spiritual for-
mation of Christians in community except that of Bruce William Fong. His 
analysis of allēlōn usage in the traditionally attested Pauline epistles demon-
strates that “each Christian is responsible to encourage the spiritual growth of 
fellow believers.”30 He notes that the thrust of the reciprocal pronoun “demon-
strates mutual interaction among believers” and that this mutual interaction is 
“corporately beneficial for the entire body of Christ.”31

 The majority of the occurrences of the allēlōn imperative appear in the 
latter half of Paul’s epistles where he applies his theological indicative to how 
Christians are to interact with one another.32 The “love one another” (John 
13:34) command that Jesus issued to his disciples manifested itself in a variety 
of ways among the New Testament church and governed the interactions in 
Paul’s communities to such an extent that Gordon Fee could say regarding the 
churches that Paul founded, “everything is done allēlōn.”33 The starting point 
of the command to love one another is the Pauline admonition to “welcome 
one another, just as Christ has welcomed you” (Rom. 15:7). Before there can be 
one another reciprocal interactions among Christians, there must be an initial 
embrace of the other embodied in the outstretched arms of Christ on the cross 
and the open arms of the father to the prodigal son. However, even the initial 
embrace that Miroslav Volf describes, “is unthinkable without reciprocity” 
because “in an embrace a host is a guest and a guest is a host . . . without such 
reciprocity, there is no embrace.”34
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 For Paul, the general command of Jesus to “love one another” manifests its 
ultimate purpose in the general imperative to “build up one another” (Rom. 
14:19; 1 Thess. 5:11). This phrase has particular significance for Paul’s concept 
of spiritual formation that he understands as reciprocal interactions between 
Christians that produce mutual edification.35 We see Paul’s concept of recipro-
cal interaction leading to mutual formation at work in Romans 1:11–12:

For I long to see you so that I may impart some spiritual gift to 
you, that you may be established; that is, that I may be encour-
aged together with you, while among you, each of us by [one 
another’s] (allēlōn) faith, both yours and mine (NASB).

The use of allēlōn signals what Marty Reid calls “Paul’s rhetoric of mutual-
ity” in his epistle to the Romans, “which encompasses the various facets of 
the letter’s purpose.”36 Following upon his rhetorical analysis of Paul’s letter, 
Reid demonstrates that the use of allēlōn in 1:12 and the embellishing phrase 
which follows (“both yours and mine”) introduces Paul’s attitude of reciproc-
ity and mutuality between himself as Apostle and the church in Rome. The 
word “both” (te) is an embellishment on an embellishment because he did not 
need it to communicate his meaning. Paul could have written to the church in 
Rome from a position of superiority, but instead he opts for a reciprocal equal-
ity in which “both” (te) “together” (synparakaleo) and “by [one another’s] faith” 
(allēlōn) they all benefit spiritually. Paul’s rhetorical flourish accentuates his 
firm conviction that even when an apostle is involved, the principle of recip-
rocal interaction leading to mutual edification remains valid. Douglas Moo 
captures this interpretation of Paul’s rhetoric cogently when he writes, “[Paul] 
anticipates a time of mutual edification with them, as the faith God has given 
each individual stimulates and encourages spiritual growth in the others.”37

 Ephesians 4:1–34 offers another illustration of Paul’s use of allēlōn impera-
tives that encourage reciprocal interactions between believers instigating 
mutual spiritual formation. Three times in the passage, the allēlōn language 
appears (4:2, 25, 32) to reinforce the mutual interaction between Jews and 
Gentiles in the church. The admonition to reciprocal behaviors instigating 
mutual formation continues in chapter five as both groups are to “submit to 
one another in the fear of Christ” (5:21). The allēlōn imperatives function as a 
means for both groups to “serve one another” and live out in a sociospiritual 
ecology the theological reality enumerated in chapters 1–3. The net result of 
this reciprocal interaction is that “all attain to the unity of the faith and of the 
knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature 
which belongs to the fullness of Christ” (4:13).
 James Howard’s discussion of community-based transformation in 
Pauline theology appreciates the dynamic and reciprocal interaction we have 
described. Additionally, contrary to traditional notions of spiritual formation 
“that the growth of the believer is largely an individual effort,” he argues that 
“God’s normal method of moving his people to righteous living is through 
the catalytic effect of believers relating to one another in authentic ways.” He 
concludes his analysis by suggesting,
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In a very real way, believers need one another. No longer is it 
simply desirable to have mutually edifying relationships—it 
is essential. No longer is it optional to belong to a Christian 
community—it is essential. And finally, no longer is it a dream 
to have lasting and significant impact in the lives of others 
and the world—it is essential. This is the way God designed it 
and Paul envisioned it.”38

Thinking technologically: Connecting and interacting online

 Our model of spiritual formation that zooms out to take an ecological 
perspective on the process applies regardless of the delivery method of theo-
logical instruction. The processes that instigate Christian formation through 
sociospiritual networks and ecological interactions can work just as effectively 
on campus as online. 
 An often-voiced concern about theological distance education is the absence 
of physical community that some believe inhibits the creation of meaningful 
relationships, which in turn create spiritually formative opportunities. While 
there is value in the relationships and networks formed in a residentially based 
campus, it does not preclude the significance of those connections that are made 
online. The community of faith in which we seek to cultivate spiritual formation 
or skilled ministerial practice is changing with the growing familiarity of social 
and digital networking. This change in how we seek to cultivate spiritual forma-
tion and teach habits of theological reflection manifests itself most clearly in the 
online presence that characterizes more and more of our institutions. 
 Most of us are aware of the increasing number of students studying online 
and connecting digitally. According to Elaine Allen and Jeff Seaman of the 
Babson Survey Research Group, “The number of . . . students taking at least 
one online course grew as much this year [2013] as it did last year. The number 
of students taking at least one online course increased by over 570,000 to a new 
total of 6.7 million.”39 This represents a total of 32 percent of the total higher 
education population (compared to 10 percent in 2003). While these figures 
are largely representative of higher education, one can surmise that the trends 
for theological education are similar. ATS does not track the number of online 
students but rather those schools that offer comprehensive distance education 
programs. According to Tanner, that number stands at 40 percent of the ATS 
Commission on Accrediting member institutions. Tanner also believes that 
those numbers have grown rapidly in the last few years, and it is our assump-
tion that with the recent changes made to the Standards of Accreditation by 
ATS, member schools will continue seeking ways to provide education that is 
both theologically sound and academically rigorous with regard to online and 
distance initiatives.
 Students today are building community and developing social networks 
that are vastly different from what we as educators may be prepared to face. 
They acquire information differently than we may prefer, but the fact is that 
they are engaged in social interactions that can contribute to whole person 
development. According to Maeve Duggan and Joanna Brenner, “Internet 
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users under 50 are particularly likely to use a social networking site of any 
kind, and those 18–29 are the most likely of any demographic cohort to do so 
(83%).”40 Twitter is increasing in popularity as a social networking site and 
stands at approximately 15 percent of the under-50 cohort. Sharing pictures is 
another way in which young adults are connecting with others through sites 
like Instagram. According to Duggan and Brenner, “Facebook remains the 
most-used social networking platform, as two-thirds of online adults say that 
they are Facebook users.”41 
 What this information seems to suggest is that technology has become 
part of how we develop and build our ecosystem of networks, small or large. 
As theological educators, we can hardly afford to ignore the “fields that are 
ripe unto harvest” if we are going to truly connect with the next generation 
and avoid losing out with the current or previous cohort of students who have 
been part of our network of academic and theological influence.
 There is a growing seamlessness between our individual and corporate 
selves, and this plays out in how we communicate and form community, espe-
cially through social media sites like Facebook. Brenner notes that

social networking sites are increasingly used to keep up 
with close social ties. The average user of a social network-
ing site has more close ties and is half as likely to be socially 
isolated as the average American. . . . Internet users get more 
support from their social ties while Facebook users get the 
most support.”42

Jesse Rice cites research indicating that “in the first quarter of 2009, five 
million people joined Facebook every week. In addition, Facebook’s member-
ship doubled from one hundred million to two hundred million people from 
August 2008 to March 2009.”43 Rice surmises that the driving force behind this 
population explosion is the need for connection or what he terms “home.”44 In 
this sense, the search for home is essentially a need for community and con-
nection to others.
 While the purpose of this article is not to promote Facebook as a primary 
source of connecting, there is a need to point to the way in which Internet-
based social media has become an integral part of how organizations, churches, 
seminaries, and most institutions view their presence online. What sites like 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other similar social media have done is to 
highlight the ability to develop a type of community that is meaningful to 
some. Marilyn Naidoo points out that “the explosive growth of social media 
such as Facebook and Twitter is an example of the need for people to develop 
social community.” She goes on to note that students who would characterize 
themselves as “Internet-savvy” place a premium on relationships and look for 
ways to integrate community in digitally mediated technologies.45

 Online experiences show us that we can give and receive care for one 
another, value those relationships, and share with one another those dimen-
sions that go into creating connections and community. If formation is the 
outward expression of the development of the whole person, including the 
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spiritual dimension, it makes sense that the formation of online communi-
ties, often instigated by social networking sites, is not only possible but holds 
potential for exciting developments. 
 Students who study online reflect in a similar vein those contexts that shape 
and form growth and development. The notions that online students are iso-
lated in the basement simply do not reflect the realities of social networks. Our 
students connect to one another through the local and global church, family 
members near and wide, and peers who may be serving in other locations. 
Social media sites like Facebook can enhance rather than detract from forma-
tive opportunities when one views growth and formation from an ecosystems 
point of view. Furthermore, students who read course texts are interacting 
with the words, thoughts, and expressions of those authors. When they inter-
act with others online, they are engaging with that person’s own network who 
inform and influence. Hebrews 12 reminds us that we are “surrounded by a 
great cloud of witnesses” with whom we do not inhabit the same physical 
space, but who can be part of our own spiritual development as we recall 
those who are part of the eternal hall of faith.
 Our model of faith formation from an ecological perspective has application 
to online environments as it does to on-campus ones. The connections and inter-
actions we have described as so necessary for the instigation and continuation 
of spiritual formation are possible in online settings without physical presence. 
There is no need to have one model of spiritual formation for the campus com-
munity and another one for the online community. The ecological model set 
forth here encompasses both settings, as long as the sociospiritual connections 
remain intact and reciprocal interactions are encouraged. The outcome of spiri-
tual formation may be achieved regardless of the method of delivery.

Christian ecologies and social networks

 If the patterns of spiritual development mirror the patterns of human 
development, then we must give a more prominent place to reciprocal interac-
tions and transactions between and among developing Christians, including 
the ecology of a Christian institution. Several studies assessing the variety of 
positive influences on student spiritual formation in Christian institutions 
seem to suggest that we need an ecological framework to appreciate the sig-
nificance of the findings. Although the authors of the studies referenced below 
have not directly posited spiritual formation within an ecological or social 
network paradigm, all of their results support such a perspective.
 In a study assessing spiritual development in business students at Abilene 
Christian University, Monty Lynn, Tim Coburn, Vincent Swinney, and Michael 
Winegeart asked students to report on the strongest positive influences on 
their spiritual development. From strongest to weakest influences, students 
identified friends, faculty and staff, church, Bible courses, and chapel.46

 John Bellamy, Sharon Mou, and Keith Castle queried participants to iden-
tify the greatest sources of influence on their faith formation. Participants 
reported on the positive influence of parents (55%), other family members 
(31%), various local church workers (60%), other religious workers (28%), and 
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friends (17%).47 In a study of students at Concordia Seminary, John Palka dis-
covered that the majority of students (56%) reported that the most significant 
influences on their spiritual development came from outside the seminary 
experience.48 Stella Ma investigated the impact of the Christian college edu-
cational environment on student spirituality. Her results indicate that an 
ecological perspective, which she described as “the college environment as 
a whole,” best explains how the Christian campus environment influences 
student spiritual development.49

 These studies reflect an ecological understanding of how one’s faith 
develops through interactions, involvement, and participation with others 
in a variety of social contexts. Participants report a variety of experiences 
and relationships that produce a beneficial effect on their perceived spiritual 
formation. We are suggesting then, based upon Bronfenbrenner’s ecology 
of human development model, social network theory, and theological con-
cepts of the church ecosystem, that the key ingredient for spiritual formation 
requires various forms of reciprocal interaction and engagement with other 
Christians in multiple social relationships.50 Going further, we suggest that 
these reciprocal interactions lead to mutual transformation. As Stanley Grenz 
indicates, “mutual edification” takes place through many activities and with 
many people with whom we “are bound together by common values and a 
common mission.”51

Conclusion

 Adopting an ecological model of student spiritual formation in seminary 
education does not require an institution to jettison its existing conceptions of 
spiritual formation informed by tradition and theology. The ecosystem model 
set out here offers a way for institutions to understand more precisely how 
students experience Spirit-empowered transformation in the sociospiritual 
ecology of the seminary experience and beyond. The critical ingredient for 
developmental benefit in the seminary ecology is the existence of a variety of 
interactive, transactive, and reciprocal exchanges among persons, Scripture, 
learning resources, intentional experiences, classroom encounters, theologi-
cal and biblical concepts, and the entire ecological panoply that constitutes 
the sociospiritual ecology of the seminary experience. Our intent is to create 
vibrant reciprocal sociospiritual ecologies that possess the potential of creat-
ing mutual Christian development in accordance with the way in which we 
develop as humans in social networks. We thus view the seminary commu-
nity as a special form of a social network in which transactional relationships 
and various kinds of social exchanges conspire to instigate whole person 
transformation. 
 As our connections to one another become increasingly global, distributed, 
and characterized by a hybridization of embodied and electronic communi-
ties, we need a model of spiritual formation that encompasses this complex 
and interdependent reality. An ecological model that honors biblical and theo-
logical insights integrated with an expanding appreciation of the power of 
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social networks will enable theological educators to continue their efforts to 
form students spiritually into the twenty-first century.

Mary E. Lowe is associate dean of Erskine Virtual Campus at Erskine Theologi-
cal Seminary in Due West, South Carolina, and executive director of ACCESS, a 
Christian distance education organization. Stephen D. Lowe is professor of Christian 
education at Erskine Theological Seminary having most recently served as interim 
vice president.
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ABSTRACT: Ministry—putting faith into action by service to the people of 
God—involves the whole person. Using insights from our Christian spiri-
tual tradition and work by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching, this essay suggests that our task as educators is to facilitate 
for our students the integration of their theological, spiritual, personal, and 
professional growth. We are about something that must be holistic and trans-
formative, so as to prepare our students to live out their vocations with the 
highest degree of integrity.

. . . eat what is before you; eat this scroll, then go, speak to 
the house of Israel . . . feed your belly and fill your stomach 
with this scroll I am giving you . . . take into your heart all my 
words that I speak to you; hear them well. Now go to your 
countrymen in exile and speak to them (Ezekiel 3:1–4 NAB).

Take and eat; this is my body (Matthew 26:26).

What we have seen and heard
we proclaim to you,
so that you too may have fellowship with us (1 John 1:3).

Educators who prepare their students for the work of ministry—congrega-
tional leadership, educational leadership, chaplaincy, spiritual direction, 

pastoral counseling—understand that this work will demand far more of the 
ministers than simply what they know. Effective ministry demands all of who 
a person is, and preparation for ministry must address the whole person. 
The word formation is used to distinguish such preparation from education. 
However, formation is a concept that doesn’t lend itself to simple definitions, 
so one of the challenges in approaching ministerial formation is coming to 
some understanding of what it is. 
  The preparation of people for ministry certainly requires theological train-
ing. But the task of theology—both the teaching and the doing—belongs not 
just to the world of knowledge and intellect but to the world of Spirit and 
grace, and also to the incarnate world of human experience. It is not only the 
knowledge that matters but also the disposition of the one who learns. To be 
an effective minister, and even to be a good theologian, one must take the 
knowledge of theology to heart, absorb it, and let it run through the soul and 
transform. 
 In the Scripture passage above from the Book of Ezekiel, the prophet 
is being told that his preparation was to take into himself the word of God, 
digest it, and allow it to become part of him. Only then was he to go forth and 
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speak God’s Word to those in exile. At his last meal with his disciples, Jesus 
used food—bread and wine—as sacrament of himself, and the Church has 
done so ever since. Food is a powerful symbol and metaphor for what nour-
ishes and sustains our lives. When we eat something, we take it into ourselves, 
and it becomes part of us. Over time, what we eat becomes part of our body, 
our brain, our nervous system. It becomes a source of our energy. In the First 
Letter of John, the writer is saying that since the message of the gospel has 
been seen, heard, and felt by the disciples of Jesus, they not only want to share 
its joy with others but also feel compelled to do so. In other words, authentic 
ministry happens from the inside out.
 In preparing people to preach, teach, and care for God’s people—to be the 
prophets in our own day—our role as educators is to form ministers who have 
allowed the Word of God to seep into their hearts and take root there. Much 
of that can be fostered by the way we teach, the way in which we approach the 
study of theology, and the way in which we attend to the student as a whole 
person.
 Using insights from our Christian spiritual tradition and work by the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, this essay will suggest 
that our task as educators is to facilitate for our students the integration of 
their theological, spiritual, personal, and professional growth. We need not 
only to feed their minds but to foster a movement of their hearts as well. We 
are about something that must be holistic and transformative. We are prepar-
ing people to live out their vocations with the highest degree of integrity.

What is formation?

 My own tradition is Roman Catholic. Working and teaching at Washing-
ton Theological Union for several years left me with a profound respect for the 
rich spiritual traditions of the Christian faith. Christian religious communities 
have for centuries recognized the need for intentional and careful formation, 
informed by those spiritual traditions, and their insights serve us well in 
understanding the process of formation. Candidates to be members of vowed 
religious orders are formed to live in community, to internalize the spiritual 
traditions of that community, and to carry out the community’s mission. Those 
preparing for religious life have been required to study theology: Scripture, 
history, tradition, concepts and language about God, grace, and salvation. But 
theological education has not, in itself, been seen as sufficient preparation for 
ministry. Time is also devoted to personal and communal prayer, spiritual 
direction, supervised ministry experience, and theological reflection on that 
experience. 
 Faith involves the whole person—mind, body, spirit, relationships, 
emotions. Ministry—putting faith into action by service to the people of 
God—involves the whole person. Ministers are called to meet the very real 
needs of people. Ministers must be comfortable with who they are and hone 
their interpersonal skills, because ministry is inherently relational. Love, trust, 
and communication are essential. Ministry will challenge emotions, self-
understanding, psycho-sexual maturity, any walls of defense that have been 
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built around the self, and any psychological baggage that resides within the 
self. All of these need to be addressed in a formation program. Supervised 
field experience with ongoing feedback and evaluation; opportunities for 
theological reflection on ministry; and discussion of psychological issues of 
boundaries, stress, and self-care are all elements of a comprehensive forma-
tion program. And because the God whom a minister teaches, preaches, and 
proclaims must be the God whom that individual experiences in his or her 
own life, the spiritual life of the minister also must be carefully nurtured in a 
formation program, including spiritual direction. He or she will need tools for 
the ongoing care of his or her relationship with God; it is in the context of that 
relationship that the call to ministry was heard, and it is in the context of that 
relationship that ministry will be sustained. 
 Faith and ministry are ultimately matters of the heart. Ministry is not 
effective if done in a detached way or only at head level. If ministers are to 
move people’s hearts—and they must—their own hearts need first to have 
been moved. Formation programs must prepare ministers whose head and 
heart connect, who are in touch with their own hearts, and who are able to 
sense the heartbeat of another. 

Our words must be set aflame, not by shouts and unrestrained 
gestures, but by inward affection. They must issue from our 
heart rather than from our mouth . . . heart speaks to heart, 
and the tongue speaks only to [people’s] ears.1

Preach always; when necessary, use words.2

 Formation is not a goal or end point so much as a process of integration—
the integration of the intellectual, spiritual, ministerial, and professional life of 
the minister. If one who preaches or teaches has not had his or her own heart 
moved and transformed by the Word, that individual’s own words will be 
hollow. He or she will not be able to move others in any deep way. Theology 
integrated with one’s relationship with God, ministerial work, and growth as 
a person can shape a minister’s way of being and make it capable of radiating 
God’s peace and love.

Why is formation important?

 As educators engaged in the formation of people who can contribute to 
the world with integrity and wholeness, those engaged in ministerial edu-
cation are not alone. The need for an integrative approach to preparation is 
not limited to the field of ministry. A study commissioned by the Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching points out that all profession-
als—lawyers, doctors, clergy—are held in esteem in part because they operate 
with a social contract with the public they serve:

Integrity is never a given, but always a quest that must be 
renewed and reshaped over time. It demands considerable 
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individual self-awareness and self-command. Yet, it also 
depends for its realization upon the availability of actual 
social possibilities, since some situations clearly make it more 
likely that an individual can achieve integrity than others . . . 
In fact, the qualities of integrity and the demands of profes-
sional life are in this way remarkably congruent. Integrity of 
vocation demands the balanced combination of individual 
autonomy with integration into shared purposes.3

 After scandals in the financial world over the past several years, there is 
an increased desire in the business community to recapture business ethics 
and to form business professionals with a vision of the greater good, the social 
contract which they need always to bear in mind. Similarly, church-sponsored 
organizations in education and healthcare are concerned about the challenges 
of professionalism they now face—the need for business acumen along with 
an understanding of gospel-based mission and values. The need for skilled 
people of vision and integrity, people with a deep understanding of what it 
means to serve the common good, exists in all professions.

Narrowing of professional claims toward the purely cog-
nitive or technical . . . has contributed to the weakening of 
professionalism.4 
 Professionals’ greatest asset is this professional culture 
itself. It is this shared . . . culture that enables [professionals] 
to customize their work to suit the needs of a variety of . . .  sit-
uations. It also enables them to contribute to the maintenance 
of public goods in society. Not least, [it] has done a great deal 
to sustain morale and esprit de corp.5 

 Besides having a job, earning a living, and striving to distinguish them-
selves in their domain of activity, professionals are expected to carry out their 
work as part of a larger collective project. 

As an ideal of living, professionalism connects livelihood 
with vocation in institutionally stable ways. In holding up 
this notion of calling, professionalism immediately takes us 
beyond the simplistic idea that a market framework can solve 
the most important issues of social and political life. Among 
these issues is the question of what constitutes good work, for 
the society and for the individual.6 

 No one is more in need of an understanding not just of what they do but 
of why they do it than people in ministry. Their very identity is wrapped into 
what they do. Recognizing this is what it means to treat ministry as a voca-
tion. As we prepare people for ministry, we are about something that must be 
holistic, integrative, and transformative. Our students hopefully will find in 
ministerial work a meaning and purpose for their lives. Their vocation is their 
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fundamental way of being in the world, a way of being that is in relationship to 
God and God’s people. Their work is not for its own sake but for the life of the 
world. Their vocation is a fundamental disposition of the heart, an orientation 
of life. We who prepare people to live out a vocation to ministry are not alone 
in our desire to form people of integrity. But should we not be in the forefront? 

What are some important elements of formation?

 Formation is somewhat like prayer in that it is not something that we can 
give to our students or do for them. But it is something we can lead them to 
by providing a framework and tools. Effective formation programs can vary 
in their specific content and approach, but below I suggest that six elements 
are key: relational skills, humility, boundaries and self-care, call and vocation, 
prayer, and theological reflection.

Attention to relational skills
 A vocation to serve the people of God requires carefully cultivated rela-
tional skills. It requires being capable of encounter with another, which does 
not happen in the abstract but with focused presence, engaging the senses and 
emotions. Encounter means experiencing deeply, with the heart and imagina-
tion, and allowing oneself to be moved, even transformed, by the experience. 
 Ministry provides sacred places of encounter, privileged opportunities to 
walk with others in their journeys of faith. Grounded in theology and theolog-
ical anthropology, a minister helps to illumine the presence of grace and the 
work of the Spirit in another’s life. The skills of active and reflective listening 
are essential. To be heard is one of the deepest longings of the human heart, 
and ministers must be people who hear with depth and sensitivity, respond 
with compassion, and reverence the presence of God in the other. A formation 
program can provide opportunities for case studies, role-plays, and the honest 
feedback of mentors and peers in an atmosphere of trust that students can 
learn to replicate in their ministerial work. 

Reflection on humility as a key virtue of ministry
 Ministry is not about the privileged role of an individual minister but 
about serving the good of the whole. Reflection on the cultivation of qualities 
such as humility and kenosis—self-emptying in love—can deepen perspective 
on the sacrificial aspects of ministry and lessen the tendency for a person to 
use a position of ministry to meet his or her own needs. 
 Humility for a minister means a willingness to acknowledge that I can’t 
do everything, and I will sometimes fail. But I am called, even in failure, to 
be faithful, to learn from failure, to be open to criticism while staying true 
to who I am, and to be patient with others and myself. Humility also means 
acknowledging that I can’t do it alone, that I need the gifts of others. Sup-
portive relationships are very important. I need friends, companions on the 
journey. I need mentors and guides, people to show me the way. When I min-
ister, I am vulnerable when I expose the deepest parts of myself. Sometimes I 
will meet with rejection and hostility, but I am called, even in the face of that, 
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to be faithful. Most importantly, spiritual humility means acknowledging that 
I depend on God and surrender to God’s mercy and love. Kenosis means that I 
am not willful, but willing, open to discerning God’s call. The “freedom from” 
that results from self-emptying is also a “freedom for.” 
 Servant leadership has become a popular concept, and the humility of min-
istry is certainly related to service. But humility and kenosis go deeper than the 
actions of service to their source and purpose. That depth of reflection is what 
can cultivate a sense of mission. If ministers could have a collective mantra to 
help them keep perspective, it should be, “This is not about me.” Ministry is 
God’s work, not one’s own, and a habit of turning to prayer and the advice of 
others as a check on ego helps in laying aside one’s own agenda. 

Awareness of boundaries and skills for self-care
 Boundaries and self-care protect both the minister and those being min-
istered to. They also help to prevent burnout. Ministers need to find the right 
balance between involvement and detachment, be aware of what they can and 
cannot do, and respect power differentials that can create situations of blur-
ring, compromise, or even abuse. Boundaries provide parameters that help a 
minister to focus on the important demands of his or her profession. Legal and 
situational boundaries are important, and so are emotional boundaries. For-
mation programs can benefit from interdisciplinary input, particularly from 
mental health professionals. 
 Many people drawn to ministry are so eager to serve that it is difficult for 
them to say “no.” Ministers need boundaries and self-care so as to be able to 
say no when that is appropriate. Ministry can also be stressful. Some people 
have a higher tolerance for stress than others, and some actually thrive under 
peak pressure. But whether people thrive in situations of challenge, they 
need ways to let go of the stress or they lose their balance. It is also essen-
tial that ministers have intimacy in their lives, confidants who are not among 
the people they minister to. Staying physically healthy is also vital if their 
work is to reflect energy and joy. Again, interdisciplinary input in a formation 
program can be very helpful.

Reflection on call and vocation
 Discerning a vocation is a process of discovering, of listening for God. 
Not just seeking the answer to a question, it is a fundamental disposition of 
the heart, an openness to hearing God’s voice in the many ways in which it 
is heard over the course of a human life, and a willingness to follow. Dis-
cernment is an ongoing and lifelong journey, because God is always calling, 
always speaking—in the movements of a heart, in the words of Scripture, in 
the wisdom of those in authority, in the voices of friends and strangers.
 Frederick Buechner writes that our vocation is found “where your deep 
gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”7 As part of a formation program, 
it can be helpful to pose questions for journaling and reflection: What is it that 
gives you joy? If you had a day, a week, a year to do something and there 
were no financial or other constraints, what would you choose to do? What 
is it that gives you energy? Reflecting on such questions can put students in 
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touch with their call, their vocation. Various dimensions of this discovery are 
always going on in an individual life. Some part of each person is always mys-
teriously being called by God. It is not something that is resolved once and for 
all, in some great and final synthesis. The uniting of an individual heart with 
God’s is a continuous process of transformation. Feelings of call and response 
at any given moment are only waves on the surface, only glimmers of the deep 
undercurrents within, a deep yet to be discovered and lived. 

Attention to prayer 
 Giving oneself over to a vocation in ministry is giving oneself over to life 
of ongoing conversion. It is a willingness to be continually transformed and 
reshaped by the work of the Spirit. It is a giving over to God not bits and pieces 
of one’s life, but one’s whole mind and heart. The initial “yes” is inevitably fol-
lowed by many other yeses. It is prayer that sustains. Neglecting one’s prayer 
life can happen easily when life gets busy. A formation program, by including 
careful attention to prayer, can witness to its importance in the life of a min-
ister. St. Bonaventure spoke of a “ladder” for the student of theology: on one 
side of the ladder are the scientific elements of study—speculation, reading, 
knowledge—and on the other are spiritual elements—love, wonder, grace. 
The two sides are held together by prayer. Bonaventure reminds those who 
study theology not to neglect, but in fact to consciously favor, the spiritual.

Since, therefore, in this regard
Nature can do nothing
And effort can do but little,
Little importance should be given to inquiry,
But much to unction;
Little importance should be given to the tongue,
But much to inner joy;
Little importance should be given to words and to writing,
But all to the gift of God,
That is, the Holy Spirit;8

 Prayer is where the connections between the minister’s journey of faith 
and his or her human journey are made. Prayer is that place in which the min-
ister approaches God in humility and in which the call to ministry is heard. 
Prayer is that space in which a minister becomes authentic. 

Theological reflection 
 The skills of theological reflection are essential for anyone in ministry. Inten-
tional theological reflection on the lived experience of ministry is extremely 
formative. In the classroom and in course assignments, faculty can ask students 
to make connections between the theology they learn and the rest of their life 
and work, with questions such as the following: How could what you are learn-
ing be conveyed in an accessible way to the people in your congregation? How 
could this be explained to the young people in your school or parish? Is the 
material in this course changing your image of God or affecting your prayer 
life? Effective ministry requires making those connections a way of life. 
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 Learning an intentional process of theological reflection is important, 
especially for people who are inclined to keeping their reflection at head level. 
Telling stories from the experience of ministry; focusing on particular events, 
feelings, or circumstances; and asking the questions, What passage of Scrip-
ture does this remind you of? Among the theologians you have studied, whose 
work might shed some light on this? can help to create a habit of ongoing 
theological reflection, especially when followed by the questions, Does the 
theology you are studying offer you a new way to think about this? Does your 
theological reflection suggest a possible course of action?

Summary

 Formation is a lifelong process. It cannot be accomplished in the few years 
our students spend with us. The best we can do is provide them with tools for 
their own ongoing formation. Then, when they find their lives out of balance, 
when ministry makes heavy demands, when they feel themselves questioning 
their effectiveness or even their vocation, they will have inner resources for 
meeting the challenge. Knowledge is a path into the mystery of God; along 
that path, knowledge must be transformed into wisdom and love.

Knowledge . . . is required for the production of love, for we 
can never love what we do not know . . . Yet it happens often, 
that knowledge having produced holy love, love does not 
stay within the limits of the knowledge which is in the under-
standing, but goes forward and passes very far beyond it; so 
that in this life we are able to have more love than knowledge 
of God.9

 Formation for ministry involves both the discipline of the mind and the 
deepening of the spirit. The most effective and transformative knowledge and 
skill are knowledge and skill deepened by love. 

. . . the organized profession insists that the school lay the 
groundwork for the aspirants’ professional identity—that 
way of thinking and sense of self that shapes the student . . . 
often marking the person for life.10

 If our students have not reflected deeply on their own life journeys, calls, 
and vocations, they will not understand the importance of another’s story as 
the presence and action of God in human experience. If they have not accepted 
their own brokenness and deep need for God, they will not be able to accept 
the weaknesses and failures of others and reassure them of God’s mercy. If 
they have not experienced and reflected on the power of human love in their 
own lives, their preaching about God’s love will be hollow.
 Only if they understand their own need for love and companionship can 
they help others to understand what it means to be part of the body of Christ. 
Only if they have reflected deeply on the grief and sorrow in their own lives 
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and found God there can they lead others to an understanding of the paschal 
mystery and theological hope. Only if they have experienced wonder at the 
beauty of creation and are attuned to the voice of the Spirit in the subtle move-
ments of their own hearts can they lead others to an experience of the living 
God. 

Kathleen Hope Brown is associate director of the Doctor of Ministry program at Vir-
ginia Theological Seminary in Alexandria, Virginia. Prior to that, she was dean of 
students and director of formation for ministry at Washington Theological Union in 
Washington, DC.
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ABSTRACT: Since 1995, the Institute for Priestly Formation has conducted 
a ten-week summer program of spiritual formation for diocesan seminarians 
in the Roman Catholic Church. The authors, as members of the institute’s 
Program Review Committee, designed an instrument to assess whether the 
summer program was meeting its stated objectives and whether a program of 
spiritual formation can produce measurable changes. Now with five years of 
consistent data, the authors report the rationale, methodology, and findings 
of the investigation. 

Introduction: How many oats have you tried to feed him?

In David Downing’s book Looking for the King, American Tom McCord is 
having lunch with C. S. Lewis while discussing Arthurian legends. Lewis 

asks the American about his studies at UCLA.

“[W]hat subjects did you choose for your examinations?” 
asked Lewis.
 “Well,” explained Tom, “we don’t do things the same 
way over in the States as you do here. Instead of tutoring and 
comprehensive exams, we sign up for several classes every 
semester. Each time you earn a passing grade in a course, you 
are awarded credits. Then once you’ve accumulated enough 
credits, you earn a bachelor’s degree.”
 “Oh yes, that’s right”, said Lewis, “. . . I don’t think it’s a 
system that would suit me. It sounds like someone judging 
a horse not by its speed or strength, but by how many oats 
you’ve tried to feed it.”
 Tom grinned at the analogy. “Yes, that’s about how it 
feels from the horse’s point of view, too.”1 

Judging a horse not by its speed or strength, but by how many oats you have 
tried to feed it—that is exactly what an assessment program tries to avoid! 
We believe that it is important to avoid the “how many oats have you tried to 
feed them” mentality not only when it comes to the intellectual component of 
theological formation but when it comes to the spiritual component as well.
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The program to be assessed

 The Institute for Priestly Formation (IPF) was founded to assist in the spir-
itual formation of diocesan seminarians and priests for the Roman Catholic 
Church. Responding to key documents of the Church,2 IPF created a ten-week 
summer program for diocesan seminarians that fosters spiritual formation 
as the integrating and governing principle of all seminary formation. This 
program has been in existence since 1995.
	 As	 members	 of	 the	 Program	 Review	 Committee	 for	 the	 institute,	 we	
wanted to know—and to be able to report back to the program directors—
whether the ten-week summer program for seminarians was meeting its 
objectives. Of course, many people wonder whether spiritual formation can 
be measured at all. Our conviction is summed up nicely by Barbara Walvoord: 
“We	can’t	fully	assess	such	ineffable	qualities,	but	we	can	get	indications.	.	.	.	
To	get	indications	about	how	well	our	students	are	achieving	ineffable	goals,	
we	must	rely	on	student	work	or	student	actions	that	may	offer	only	a	small	
window	into	the	ineffable	quality.”3 
	 So,	along	with	other	members	of	IPF’s	Program	Review	Committee, we 
spent some time designing a “small window” to assess whether the ten-week 
summer	program	was	meeting	its	stated	objectives	and	to	find	out	whether	the	
program of spiritual formation was producing measurable changes. What we 
designed	was	a	pretest	and	posttest	self-report	measure.	The	pretest	measure	
initially	consisted	of	twenty	questions	(later	expanded	to	twenty-seven),	each	
reflecting	 a	 general	 program	 objective	 or	 a	 specific	 course	 objective,	 to	 be	
answered	on	a	five-point	 scale	 (later	 expanded	 to	 a	 seven-point	 scale).	The	
posttest	measure	consisted	of	the	same	questions	and	scale,	plus	an	additional	
set	of	questions	asking	seminarians	to	rate	their	growth	in	each	respective	area	
from the beginning of the program to the end.
 In what follows, we report on the methodology and results of the 2012 
survey,	 along	with	 comparative	 data	 for	 five	 years.	We	 believe	 this	 report	
offers	encouragement	to	theological	schools	seeking	to	instill	what	Walvoord	
calls	“ineffable	qualities”	and	wondering	whether	it	is	fair	or	even	possible	to	
assess	their	programs	on	those	points.	Our	conviction	is	that	it	is	better	to start 
the process of assessment, and to get some indicators of the program’s success 
with	those	qualities,	than	simply	to	hope	for	the	best.	We	believe	our	experi-
ence	shows	that,	with	a	little	creativity,	it	is	possible	to	begin	that	process	even	
with	qualities	as	ineffable	as	“growth	in	spiritual	formation.”

Methodology

Participants
 Participants for the 2012 study were 170 seminarians enrolled in the 2012 
IPF Summer Seminarian program. Of the 170 seminarians enrolled in the 
program, 164 logged into the survey software,4 and 159 completed the pretest. 
Of the 126 seminarians who logged into the survey software to answer the 
posttest	questions,	119	completed	the	posttest,	resulting	in	109	who	could	be	
matched	for	pretest/posttest	change-score	analysis.
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 For the 159 seminarians who completed the 
pretest, ages ranged from 21 to 50+ with 73 percent 
reporting they were 30 years old or younger.
 The ethnicity of the seminarians varied (115 
white, 15 Hispanic, 6 African American, 15 Asian, 
1 American Indian/Alaskan Native, 1 Native 
Hawaiian/Other	 Pacific	 Islander,	 2	 Other,	 and	
9 missing. Their native language ranged from 
English to Vietnamese (136 English, 6 Spanish, 4 
Vietnamese, and 7 other). 
	 The	seminarians	were	also	at	different	points	in	
their studies, ranging from college senior to major 
seminary-theology four (2 senior, 3 pretheology 
one, 11 pretheology two, 70 major seminary-theol-
ogy one, 48 major seminary-theology two, 18 major 
seminary-theology three, 7 major seminary-theology four, and 5 not reporting).5

Instrumentation
	 For	2012,	the	pretest	measure	consisted	of	twenty-seven	questions.	Each	
question	 reflected	a	general	objective	 for	 spiritual	 formation	and/or	a	more	
specific	course	objective	from	one	of	the	four	courses	of	the	program.	Partici-
pants could select answers from a seven-point scale (7 = Always, 6 = Usually, 
5 = Often, 4 = Occasionally, 3 = Often Not, 2 = Rarely, 1 = Never). In addition, 
four	demographic	questions	were	included:	age,	program	of	study,	ethnicity,	
and language. 
	 The	2012	posttest	measure	consisted	of	twenty-seven	questions,	plus	one	
overall	question	(the	same	questions	used	in	this	program	assessment	since	
2008): “I would rate my spiritual growth over the course of this program 
as	.	.	.	.”	In	addition,	twenty-seven	questions	asked	participants	to	rate	their	
growth, from the beginning of the program until the end, in the area pre-
sented	 in	 that	question.	The	growth	question	followed	each	question	 in	 the	
preprogram	survey.	For	example,	question	1a	was	“I	am	able	to	distinguish	
between my thoughts, feelings, and desires” (7 = Always, 6 = Usually, 5 = 
Often, 4 = Occasionally, 3 = Often Not, 2 = Rarely, 1 = Never) and Question 1b 
that followed was “From the beginning of the program until now, I would rate 
my growth in this area as” (7 = Very Great, 6 = Great, 5 = Moderate, 4 = Some, 
3	=	Little,	2	=	Very	Little,	and	1	=	None).	

Finally,	there	were	five	open-ended	questions	about	the	summer	
program:

1. What was most helpful for your spiritual growth in this ten-week program?
2. Was there anything that was not helpful to your spiritual growth or that 

was detrimental to it in this program?
3. How was your apostolic service helpful to your spiritual growth?
4. If you could change anything in this program, what would it be and how 

could it be changed? 
5. Please add any additional comments. 

Age 
Range

Number of 
Students

21–25 67

26–30 49

31–35 21

36–40 9

41–45 7

46–50 1

   50+ 5

Unknown 5

Total 164

TABLE 1 Ages of seminarians
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Procedure
	 The	executive	director	of	IPF	emailed	a	letter	with	a	link	to	the	online	
survey to the registered seminarians before the program started, asking 
them	to	complete	the	pretest	survey	before	the	first	class	of	the	summer	
program, assuring them that that their “comments will assist in determining 
the	overall	effectiveness	of	the	summer	program,”	and	“will	be	analyzed	off	
campus by those who do not teach in the program,” and promising students 
that their identities “will be not be revealed to anyone.” Participants were 
asked to record their initials and email addresses to indicate that they com-
pleted	the	survey	and	for	matching	posttests	with	pretests	for	assessment	
and statistical analysis purposes only.

Results

 See Appendix for preprogram and postprogram mean scores and change 
scores	for	all	questions	from	2008	to	2012.	Similar	to	previous	findings	for	2009	
to	2011,	questions	6	and	7	showed	the	greatest	change	from	the	pre	to	postpro-
gram survey. 

6  I have an interior understanding of how to see the Trinity’s love for 
me in prayer (M change = +1.42). 

7 I experience how Trinitarian prayer leads to my personal growth in 
holiness (M change = +1.38). 

In	 addition	 to	 questions	 6	 and	 7,	 four	 other	 questions	 showed	 significant	
change scores of over one point: 

13 When I relate my sexual feelings and desires to God in prayer, I am 
able to receive the love of the Trinity (M change = +1.27). 

12 When I acknowledge sexual feelings and desires, I am able to relate 
them to God in prayer (M change = +1.23). 

18 I am experiencing and understanding what it means to exercise the 
gift of spiritual discernment (M change = +1.09).

19 I am experiencing and understanding how to integrate the gift of 
spiritual discernment with my pastoral service (M change = +1.09).

 The seminarians also reported high postsurvey scores of between “Always” 
and	“Usually”	(i.e.,	M	>	6.0)	on	seven	questions:	

1  I am able to distinguish between my thoughts, feelings, and desires 
(M = 6.06).

8 I am experiencing and understanding how to integrate prayer with 
my daily life (M change = 6.03).

11  I am able to acknowledge sexual feelings and desires (M = 6.19). 
14  I am experiencing and understanding how a healthy integration of 

celibate chastity occurs in everyday faith (M = 6.00).
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15		 I	understand	the	difference	between	reading	Scripture	and	praying	
with Scripture (M = 6.32).

24	 I	understand	the	unique	identity	and	spirituality	of	the	diocesan	
priesthood (M = 6.00).

25  When I hear stories about the daily life of a diocesan priest, my heart 
is enlivened (M = 6.18).

	 The	mean	 score	 on	 the	 overall	 growth	question	 28	 also	 showed	a	high	
rating. Seminarians rated their growth over the course of the summer program 
between	“Great”	and	“Very	Great”	on	this	question:	

28  I would rate my spiritual growth over the course of the summer 
program . . . (M = 6.21).

	 In	addition,	the	mean	scores	on	all	“rate	your	growth”	questions	for	each	
area on the postprogram survey showed that the seminarians rated their 
growth	between	“Moderate”	and	“Very	Great”	(i.e.,	M	>	5.0)	on	all	questions.

Analysis and discussion

 This assessment of the IPF’s summer program of spiritual formation—
which we have replicated every summer since 2006—has produced interesting 
and consistent results. Seminarians have consistently reported perceived 
growth	in	the	spiritual	life,	both	as	measured	by	statistically	significant	differ-
ences	in	their	pretest	and	posttest	scores	(using	repeated	measures	t-tests),	and	
as measured by their rate your growth scores. And, intriguingly, factor analy-
sis	of	the	rate	your	growth	questions	has	shown	the	presence	of	five	distinct	
factors, all of which load on a single scale—what we might call a “spirituality” 
scale.6

 Looking back, we know that one of the reasons we could develop this 
assessment was that each course in the ten-week summer program underwent 
an intensive curriculum review process. The result was the development, for 
each class, of a syllabus that not only takes spiritual formation as the inte-
grating and governing principle of all aspects of formation but that also has 
clear goals and objectives regarding student outcomes—not simply regard-
ing how many “formation oats” they will have been fed. The results of this 
study suggest that it is possible to develop a curriculum—even one focused 
on	“ineffable	qualities”—whose	success	(or	failure)	can	be	measured	in	some	
way.	This	study	should	challenge	those	who	think	that	formation	for	ineffable	
qualities	can’t	be	assessed	in	any	way.
 Looking ahead, we know that one of the challenges of this assessment is to 
begin to shift from indirect measures (students’ perceptions of their growth) 
to direct measures (performance). In other words, lest we claim too much for 
this investigation, we must readily admit that the nature of the results—even 
if they involve precise statistics—was limited by the fact that we used self-
reporting	measures.	But,	lest	we	claim	too	little,	it	should	be	pointed	out	that	
the	survey’s	questions	were	designed	with	an	eye	toward	turning	them	into	
direct measures, and that process has begun.7
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 Finally, looking around, we know that we cannot recommend a candidate 
for	ministry	who	does	 not	 have	 sufficient	 theological	 knowledge.	We	have	
developed all kinds of ways of evaluating a candidate in that dimension of 
formation and of assessing whether our programs promote it. We also know 
that we cannot recommend a candidate for ministry who does not have suf-
ficient	psychological	stability	and	affective	maturity.	We	have	developed	all	
kinds of ways of evaluating a candidate in that dimension of formation and of 
assessing whether our programs promote it. We contend that we also cannot 
recommend	a	candidate	 for	ministry	who	does	not	have	sufficient	 spiritual	
maturity to promote the encounter between God and humanity. And we 
cannot	“not	assess	that”	on	the	grounds	that	we	do	not	quite	know	how to do 
so.	We	need	to	start	figuring	out	how	to	do	so.	People	in	the	pews	will	assess	
it	and	will	vote	with	their	hearts	and	their	feet.	We	need	to	go	there	first—or,	
at least, to start taking some baby steps toward it.

Karen Kangas Dwyer is assistant director of the School of Communication at the 
University of Nebraska-Omaha in Omaha, Nebraska. Edward M. Hogan is associate 
professor of systematic theology for Kenrick-Glennon Seminary in St. Louis, Missouri.
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Appendix 
Questions, Reported Means, and Change Scores
Comparisons 2012 (bold) with 2011, 2010, 2009, 2008

Program Survey Questions  
and Response Choices* Pre-M* Post-M *

Change  
Score*

Growth
M**

1. I am able to distinguish between my 
thoughts, feelings, and desires.

5.30
5.34
5.37
5.06
5.12

6.06
6.17
6.24
6.00
6.03

 .76
 .86
 .87
 .94
 .91

5.73
5.99
5.95
5.78
5.84

2. I am able to pray with my heart’s desires. 4.99
5.01
4.95
4.65
4.51 

5.80
5.84
5.92
5.66
5.79

 .85
 .83
 .97
1.01
 .99

5.74
5.96
5.81
5.77
5.82

3. Praying with my heart’s desires leads me 
into experiencing the loving presence of Jesus.

5.06
5.05
5.04
4.59
4.93

5.70
5.78
5.81
5.73
5.76

 .68
 .72
 .86
1.17 
 .80

5.71
5.86
5.82
6.69
5.68

4. Praying with my heart’s desires draws me 
toward experiencing the loving presence of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary.

4.37
4.64
4.54
3.97
4.09

5.33
5.34
5.25
5.07
5.13

 .95
 .70 
 .71
1.10 
1.04

5.50
5.56
5.38
5.34
5.28

5. I practice the silence and solitude neces-
sary for contemplative prayer.

4.78
4.94
4.87
4.49
4.65

5.92
5.86
5.78
5.93
5.74

 1.14 
 .92 
 .91
1.26
1.28

5.70
5.91
5.54
5.29 
5.47

6. I have an interior understanding of how to 
see the Trinity’s love for me in prayer.

4.28
4.14
4.42
3.78
3.87

5.71
5.59
5.85
5.62
5.72

1.42
1.50
1.43
1.83
1.85

5.73
5.80
5.85
5.82 
5.80

7. I experience how Trinitarian prayer leads 
to my personal growth in holiness.

4.35
4.11
4.35
3.85
4.05

5.74
5.52
5.76
5.55
5.56

1.38
1.41
1.41
1.70 
1.51

5.63
5.68
5.77
5.63
5.66

8. I am experiencing and understanding 
how to integrate prayer with my daily life.

5.10
5.29
5.32
4.48
4.96

6.03
6.03
6.04
5.04
5.85 

 .93
 .74
 .72
1.06 
1.08

5.91
5.88
5.91
5.72
5.93

9. I am experiencing and understanding 
how to consistently integrate prayer with my 
studies.

4.18
4.64
4.95
4.41
4.47

5.51
5.46
5.57
5.13
5.37

 .70
 .82
 .62
 .72 
 .90

5.39
5.52
5.53
5.13
5.37
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Program Survey Questions  
and Response Choices*

Pre-M* Post-M* Change  
Score*

Growth
M**

10. I am able to integrate the dynamics of per-
sonal prayer with liturgical celebrations.

5.29
5.18
5.27
4.87
4.93

5.75
5.74
5.75
5.60
5.68

 .46
 .56
 .48
 .73
 .75

5.47
5.36
5.51
5.59
5.44

11. I am able to acknowledge sexual feelings 
and desires.

5.76
5.80
5.80
5.47
5.64

6.19
6.12
6.24
6.02
6.18

 .44
 .32 
 .44
 .55 
 .54

5.47
5.25
5.97
5.76
5.74

12. When I acknowledge sexual feelings and 
desires, I am able to relate them to God in 
prayer.

4.67
4.66
4.94
4.51
4.46

5.90
5.90
5.72
5.87
5.92

1.23
1.25 
 .78
1.35
1.46

5.78
5.76
5.94
5.76 
5.90

13. When I relate my sexual feelings and de-
sires to God in prayer, I am able to receive the 
love of the Trinity.

4.22
4.30
4.51
4.10
4.02

5.49
5.53
5.56
5.56
5.56

1.27
1.23
1.05
1.45 
1.54

5.49
5.58
5.70
5.88
5.61

14. I am experiencing and understanding 
how a healthy integration of celibate chastity 
occurs in everyday faith.

5.06
4.96
5.24
4.72
4.77

6.00
5.80
6.05
5.81
5.91

 .93
 .84
 .81
1.10
1.14

5.70
5.77
5.97
5.59
5.92

15. I understand the difference between read-
ing Scripture and praying with Scripture.

5.66
5.59
5.77
5.36
5.48

6.32
6.34
6.34
6.23
6.29

 .69
 .76 
 .57
 .87 
 .82

5.59
5.60
5.37
5.24
5.48

16. When I pray with the Scriptures, I notice 
that I am drawn to a particular word or phrase.

5.38
5.22
5.37
5.21
5.29

5.89
5.86
5.77
5.75
5.75

 .50
 .64
 .40
 .55 
 .45

5.34
5.65
5.66
5.07
5.27

17. When I pray with the Scriptures and no-
tice that I am drawn to a particular word or 
phrase, I also notice my interior response to 
that word or phrase.

5.18
5.00
4.95
4.77
4.88

5.74
5.70
5.70
5.47
5.58

 .65
 .70
 .75
 .70
 .70

5.51
5.59
5.73
5.24
5.47

18. I am experiencing and understanding 
what it means to exercise the gift of spiritual 
discernment.

4.72
4.80
4.89
4.24
4.23

5.82
5.57
5.89
5.51
5.64

 1.09
 .77
1.00
1.27 
1.41

6.13
5.62
6.28
5.76
5.92

19. I am experiencing and understanding 
how to integrate the gift of spiritual discern-
ment with my pastoral service.

4.49
4.54
4.85
4.21
4.19

5.51
5.46
5.53
5.35
5.43

1.00
 .91 
 .68
1.14
1.24

5.61
5.44
5.72
5.28
5.48

20. My experience in apostolic service con-
tributes to my spiritual growth.

5.77
5.67

—
5.16
5.35

5.92
5.83
5.81
5.86
5.93

 .13***
 .10
 —
 .70 
 .59

5.54
5.55
5.52
5.43
5.45
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Program Survey Questions  
and Response Choices*

Pre-M* Post-M * Change  
Score*

Growth
M**

21. I am aware of the presence of Christ in my 
apostolic service.

5.67
5.45
5.67
5.24
5.25

5.72
5.72
5.75
5.66
5.87

 .06***
 .26
 .08
 .42 
 .60

5.52
5.52
5.44
5.31
5.34

22. Reflecting on the presence of Christ in my 
apostolic service enriches my prayer life.

5.44
5.40
5.32
5.13
5.29

5.66
5.80
5.74
5.56
5.72

 .13***
 .40 
 .42
 .43
 .43

5.42
5.44
5.44
5.15
5.29

23. My prayer fosters a faith that promotes 
justice and mercy in our world.

5.50
5.34
5.41
5.00
5.26

5.81
5.73
5.56
5.59
5.75

 .26***
 .40 
 .15
 .59
 .49

5.33
5.21
5.11
4.85
5.10

24. I understand the unique identity and spiri-
tuality of the diocesan priesthood.

5.21
5.09
5.25
4.61
4.49

6.00
6.10
5.97
5.75
5.92

 .78
1.01
 .65
1.14
1.43

6.10
6.11
6.10
5.70
5.99

25. When I hear stories about the daily life of 
a diocesan priest, my heart is enlivened.

5.49
5.42
5.62
5.11
5.05

6.18
6.05
6.13
5.96
5.96

 .67
 .63
 .51
 .85
 .91

5.77
5.64
5.73
5.46
5.36

26. I am experiencing how prayer enhances a 
genuine fraternity with my fellow seminarians. 

5.26
5.54
5.66
4.84
5.10

5.77
5.94
5.73
5.29
5.69

 .50
 .40
 .07
 .45
 .60

5.77
5.60
5.63
5.30
5.39

27. I am experiencing how prayer enhances 
friendships.

5.47
5.73
5.72
5.04
5.27

5.77
6.00
5.85
5.71
5.82

 .29
 .27
 .13
 .67
 .55

5.36
5.47
5.60
5.30
5.42

28. I would rate my spiritual growth over the 
course of the summer program . . .

6.21
6.17
6.28
6.16 
6.17

29. I take the time to reflect on my apostolic 
service between meetings.

5.24
5.26

30. I am able to receive the Lord’s grace in my 
weakness in apostolic service.

5.63
5.69

31. My apostolic service directs me to an 
even deeper connection with the pastoral char-
ity of Jesus.

5.78
5.89

*Response Choices: 7 = Always, 6 = Usually, 5 = Often, 4 = Occasionally, 3 = Often Not, 2 = Rarely, 
1 = Never 
**Rate	My	Growth	Choices:	7	=	Very	Great,	6	=	Great,	5	=	Moderate,	4	=	Some,	3	=	Little,	2	=	Very	
Little,	1	=	None
***For	2012,	all	change	scores	were	statistically	significant	(p	<.05)	except	for	these	questions.
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ENDNOTES
1. David C. Downing, Looking for the King (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2010), 30–1.
2. For example, the call of Pastores Dabo Vobis for a more intense period of spiritual 
formation for priesthood candidates, and the Program of Priestly Formation’s observa-
tion	that	“Since	spiritual	formation	is	the	core	that	unifies	the	life	of	a	priest,	it	stands	at	
the heart of seminary life and is the center around which all other aspects of formation 
are integrated” (PPF, #115).
3. Barbara Walvoord, Assessment Clear and Simple: A Practical Guide for Institutions, 
Departments, and General Education, 2nd ed. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 6–7.
4. Survey Monkey survey software.
5.	 The	 Roman	 Catholic	 Church	 requires	 seminarians	 to	 complete	 two	 years	 of	
studies	 in	philosophy	 and	 then	 four	 years	 in	 theology.	 Those	who	 attend	 a	 college	
seminary complete their two years of philosophy in college. Those who have not had 
two years of philosophy in college must complete a two-year “pretheology” program 
(i.e., pretheology one and two). Once seminarians have completed their philosophical 
studies, they enter “major seminary” for four years of theological studies (e.g., major 
seminary-theology one, etc.).
6. The rate your growth scale was found to be highly reliable (28 items; a = .95).
7. In addition to Edward Hogan’s paper, “How Many Oats Have You Tried to 
Feed Him?” (delivered at a gathering of psychologists and seminary formation per-
sonnel and outlining some possibilities forthcoming from IPF Press in a collection of 
essays from that gathering), a national consultation of seminary rectors, psychologists, 
spiritual directors, and theologians has been coordinated by the Institute for Priestly 
Formation	which	is,	among	other	things,	addressing	this	question.
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Held Hostage by Method? Interrupting 
Pedagogical Assumptions—Latinamente
Carmen Nanko-Fernández
Catholic Theological Union

ABSTRACT: This article critically examines the growing field of practical 
theology(s) from a Latin@´ perspective. It challenges this growing and influ-
ential body of scholarship to attend to its methodological and pedagogical 
preferences and exclusions. Five coordinates are raised for further consider-
ation if theological education is to strive to be transnational and intercultural.

Did you ever wonder where theological educators come from? What net-
works of multiple-belongings intersect to form and inform those who 

articulate, in the vernacular of their place, the mystery of God and all it implies 
for our relationships with the divine and the whole of creation? Do you wish 
there were an efficient survey tool to assess your location on the theological 
spectrum? Thanks to quizfarm.com, entrepreneur svensvensven has devel-
oped the “Which Theologian Are You?” quiz, which complements his line of 
free products including “What’s your eschatology?” and “Are you a heretic?”1

 Imagine my surprise to discover that apparently I, a Latin@´ theologian,2 
am channeling Jürgen Moltmann; though it took a tiebreaker question to 
establish that I am slightly more Moltmann than I am Friedrich Schleierm-
acher. What struck me was that the list of possible theologians included not 
one woman, barely a Catholic, and with the possible exception of the North 
African Augustine, not one theologian from a racially or ethnically underrep-
resented or “minoritized” community. So who is mapping the coordinates of 
contemporary theologizing, and why does it seem that only some of us bear 
an obligation to socially locate—especially to locate as Other? What are the 
jarring implications of taking seriously transnational and intercultural compo-
sitions of our churches, classrooms, and scholarly academies? Or is the “new 
normal” disturbingly pointing to the establishment of new norms emanating 
from positions of dominance that are seeking to control the inevitable and 
uncontrollable?3

 The process of mapping is complex. There are no neutral cartographers, 
let alone mappings without agendas, presuppositions, distinctive idioms, and 
even coded information. Mapping articulates relationality in terms of proxim-
ity and distance. Postcolonial critiques explicitly make the connection between 
mapping and imperial machinations. David Howard suggests, “Maps have 
often symbolically reconstructed and reoriented social and physical land-
scapes into more metropolitan-friendly places of settlement and sovereignty.”4 
Maps may attempt to codify the known and speculate about the unknown. 
 What is represented? In what manner? and What is omitted? are questions 
too significant to ignore. Equally demanding of critical attention are questions 
about who and/or what is “Othered,” and how that alterity is represented. 
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Mapping territory sets parameters of inclusion and exclusion that, as daily 
lived experiences often demonstrate, are viewed as malleable and fluid by 
those whose lives are determined by the seeming arbitrariness of certain 
borders. While mapping is a tool of empire, it can also be employed as a tool 
of resistance, an act of reasserting the validity and existence of the ignored as 
well as reclaiming what has been taken. 
 My particular mapping of the terrain designated as practical theology 
initially seeks to establish the existence of alternate terrains that either self-
identify as teologías prácticas and/or intersect with the concerns, sources, and 
interpretations that currently define the expanding borders of the field. My 
attempt at a disruptive cartography is not intended to propose that theologies 
arising from those who identify in the complicated global matrices of latini-
dad e hispanidad are in effect practical theologians or that these theologies are 
subdisciplines of practical theology. Rather it is to caution that practical the-
ology in its attempts to be transnational and intercultural is in effect neither, 
but risks becoming another face of imperial theologizing that colonizes and 
homogenizes, though under an even bigger umbrella. 

Mapping practical theology(s)

 In the most recent Blackwell compendium on practical theology,5 editor 
Bonnie Miller-McLemore seeks to define practical theology. She affirms its 
multivalent nature and seeks a descriptive rather than prescriptive definition. 
She identifies practical theology in terms of “four distinct enterprises with dif-
ferent audiences and objectives,”6 namely as

• a discipline among scholars;
• an activity of faith among believers;
• a method for studying theology in practice;7 and
• a curricular area of subdisciplines in the seminary.8

For McLemore, each dimension points as well to “different spatial locations, 
from daily life to library and fieldwork to classroom, congregation, and community, 
and, finally, to academic guild and global context.”9 McLemore perceives practi-
cal theology as distinctive from and broader than pastoral theology, so much 
so that pastoral is considered subsumed under practical as a subdiscipline 
(though for some, this classification remains an open question).10

 The trajectory of antecedents for practical theology often traces back to 
Friedrich Schleiermacher and his division of theological disciplines. Commen-
tator Terrence Tice suggests that Schleiermacher’s schema sought to protect the 
varying disciplines against an imposed isolation that prevented students and 
practitioners from appreciating theological studies as organically integrated.11 
While contemporary trajectories reflect an affinity for correlational methods 
as drawn from interpretations of Paul Tillich and David Tracy, the scholar-
ship of feminists, womanists, and African Americans in particular continue to 
challenge and stretch the field. The Blackwell Companion seeks to identify new 
strands of influence by attending to certain themes like racism, ablism, and 
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colonialism and by including perspectives that reflect global diversity more 
intentionally. However, these efforts fall short. Practical theologian Tom Beau-
doin observes that, while these themes are important to the field, surprisingly 
authors reflecting on these specific concerns overwhelmingly noted how little 
had been attempted or accomplished. In his review Beaudoin comments,

Dale Andrews states that “direct attention to race is still in 
its early stages.” Jeanne Hoeft relates that “practical theo-
logians have just begun to consider . . . heteronormativity,” 
and practical theology has “almost no queer-identified texts. 
. . .” Melinda McGarrah Sharp says that practical theology 
“has not grappled adequately with postcolonial theory.” John 
Swinton shows how the ground in theologies of disability has 
been plowed elsewhere in systematics and ethics. Kathleen 
Greider argues that religious plurality has “languish[ed] in 
the background” of Christian practical theology.12

 English, German, and Dutch remain the primary research languages of 
the field.13 This reflects the contexts from which the overwhelming majority of 
the volume’s authors and adherents in the field arise, namely Germany, Neth-
erlands, England, and English-speaking North America. Miller-McLemore 
acknowledges that a growing edge in practical theology “in North America 
and Europe is greater understanding of what is happening among our French 
and Spanish neighbors.”14 It is unclear if this reference is to France and Spain 
and/or French-speaking and Spanish-speaking populations. Miller-McLemore 
continues, “Only one chapter on French Canada points to the potential con-
versation here.”15 This seems to indicate diasporic lands and populations 
associated with former colonial ventures and past and present migration pat-
terns. If so, the United States as the third largest Spanish-speaking country in 
the world needs to be included as well.
 The absence of scholars from the Spanish-speaking world as authors and/
or resources in this volume and other similar anthologies is surprising con-
sidering the influence of Latin American liberation theologies on practical 
theologies and the significance of Spanish theologian and liturgist Casiano 
Floristán in the area of teología práctica.16 Floristán taught on the faculty of 
the Universidad Pontificia de Salamanca from 1960 and died in 2006. He was 
actively engaged with European, Latin American liberationist, and US His-
panic theologians, as is evident by his scholarship, his travels, his friendships 
in Europe and América, and his mentoring of Latin@′s including Gary Riebe-
Estrella, Ana María Pineda, and María Pilar Aquino. His prolific publishing in 
the field includes the classic Teología Práctica: Teoría y Praxis de la Acción Pasto-
ral,17 in its fifth edition as of 2009. For Floristán, teología práctica necessarily 
entailed reflection on ecclesial praxis that could not be separated from its task 
as liberative praxis.18

 The absence of Latin Americans and Latin@′s is a lacuna evident in earlier 
volumes on practical theology as well.19 This neglect is striking when points 
of intersection between practical theology and Latin@′ theologies are taken 
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into account. Besides an acknowledged relationship with Latin American lib-
eration theologies, these bodies of work take seriously daily lived experience 
as ground, source, and locus of theologizing. This inclination invites inten-
tionally interdisciplinary approaches, and its liberative dimensions suggest 
a necessarily public presence. Miller-McLemore writes of how practical the-
ology found “new interest in lived religion, ordinary theology, and popular 
culture, with the allure of ethnography.”20

 These are not new areas for Latin@′ theologies; in fact, they date back as 
early as 1978 with the completion of Virgilio Elizondo’s dissertation Méttisage, 
violence culturelle annonce, de l’Evangile.21 Orlando Espín’s foundational text The 
Faith of the People: Theological Reflections on Popular Catholicism (1997) grows out 
of his doctoral work at the Pontifical Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil, in systematic theology and practical theology (1984). Mujerista theolo-
gian Ada María Isasi-Díaz’s use of ethnography as integral to her theological 
method begins in 1988 in her collaborative venture with Yolanda Tarango, 
Hispanic Women: Prophetic Voice in the Church, and is further developed in her 
now classic En la Lucha/In the Struggle: A Hispanic Women’s Liberation Theol-
ogy (1993, anniversary edition 2003). These are but a few representatives of a 
significantly larger and growing body of scholarship that holds at the heart 
of its commitments an integral relationship between theology and pastoral 
praxis expressed as teología y pastoral en conjunto. This expression conveys 
an embedded, critical, and inseparable relationship. Jean-Pierre Ruiz explains,

Theological analysis cannot be divorced either from the 
grassroots realities of religious experience or from consci-
entious involvement in pastoral practice. This necessary 
reciprocal connection keeps the US Hispanic/Latino theology 
from becoming a self-enclosed, self-preoccupied endeavor 
by binding both its questions and its reflections to the lived 
reality and the living faith of the churches and communities 
within which and for the sake of which it takes place.22

Miller-McLemore acknowledges that “methodologically, practical theology 
begins with the concrete and local.”23 This has been and remains a hallmark 
of Latin@′ theologies across Christian perspectives. For example, Luis Pedraja 
writes,

Hispanic theologies describe the theological content of the 
experiences, culture, hopes, and faith of Hispanics. They 
examine the theological implications inherent in the culture 
and practices of the different Hispanic populations in the 
United States. In addition, Hispanic theologies are not merely 
descriptive. They also prescribe a theological direction for 
action. They embody the eschatological hope of the Hispanic 
community and critique present structures in light of this 
hope.24
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The question I asked in a 2006 presentation with the practical theology session 
of the AAR remains: Why does practical theology continue to overlook Latin@′ 
theologies, especially since the majority of the scholarly production appears in 
English as its first language? 

Disrupting pedagogical assumptions Latinamente

 This brief examination, through a Latin@´ lens, of a growing and influen-
tial body of scholarship, with its pedagogical and methodological preferences, 
suggests certain coordinates deserve our coordinated attention. 

Method
 I have become increasingly convinced that a fundamental obstacle to the 
development of truly transnational and intercultural pedagogies is an obses-
sion with method in the so-called dominant stream of theological education 
and scholarship. In pedagogical contexts, especially where the traditionally 
underrepresented find themselves in the truly global classroom, too often 
methods are imposed in ways that preempt questions, content, and context, 
forcing sources and engagement into preconceived categories and patterns 
with contrived correlations. In training for ministries in particular, methods 
that favor mutual critical correlation place culture, tradition, and experience 
into conversation in uncritically appropriated but handy frameworks.25 These 
can and do result in cookie-cutter theological reflections, with flat understand-
ings of culture, and/or context that continue to insist that the exotic Other has 
the obligation to locate more intentionally. Such impositions deny local and 
indigenous epistemologies, sources, and constructive frameworks. They teach 
means of controlling conversations. However because they include explora-
tions of culture in their framework, such methods are perceived as inclusive 
and therefore exportable as value free and transculturally and globally useful. 
There is a driving obsession to relate theory and praxis, and it comes from a 
disjointed place that needs to put in relation that which for some of us never 
experienced a divorce. 
 The presuppositions and worldview that ground such methods reflect 
ways of knowing that makes sense by compartmentalizing and categorizing 
threads and then placing them in relationship through a structured conver-
sation. The assumption is that this way of making sense is accessible and 
comprehensible to all—in other words, it is universal. The observation of José 
Irizarry in his presidential address to the Religious Education Association is 
applicable here: 

A Western, middle-class, White version of faith cannot be the 
sole effective perspective by which a plurality of religious 
selves in a globalized world are educated. That perspective is 
important and perhaps necessary, but it is only one perspec-
tive in search of deepening by perspectives that are engrained 
in other racial, ethnic, and class faith experiences.26
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Sources
 Too often there exists an implicit canon of sources—those deemed cred-
ible for research papers, thesis projects, and dissertations and those who, if 
allowed, merit credibility via the normative authority of designated interpret-
ers. In other words, sources from the Other as deemed worthy by interpreters 
from the dominant stream who “discover” or “introduce” or establish “them” 
as the authentic representative perspectives of the designated Other. On the 
other hand, the cavalier use of Scripture and Tradition (with a capital S and T) 
as privileged sources too often fail to take into account centuries of reception, 
translation, interpretation, and even subversion by transnational and local 
communities. Scripture and Tradition are treated as though they were static 
content passed on in manners that do not take into account that in the living, 
in the local, in the particular, transformations and critiques should be mutual. 

Accountability
 While there is openness to popular, communal, experiential, and ritual 
sources in practical theologies, the issue of accountability continues to be 
framed in the language and expectations of the US academy with its concerns 
for the protection of human subjects. This concern is an attempt to prevent 
the exploitation of people, especially the vulnerable, and while the language 
of the standards continues to evolve, it is reflective of the concerns of the 
biological sciences and couched in complicated legalese. However, at least 
it demonstrates a commitment to accountability that is not always evident 
in theological research that draws from the experiences of Others and rep-
resents those experiences. The words of indigenous scholar Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith in her book Decolonizing Research Methodologies: Research and Indigenous 
People should disrupt naïve scholarly fantasies about being accountable to the 
“people,” especially in outsider/insider configurations, and should serve as 
warning to those of us who are colonized scholar insider/insiders unaware of 
the imposed baggage we bear. She chides researchers, “This collected memory 
of imperialism has been perpetuated through the ways in which knowledge 
about indigenous peoples was collected, classified, and then represented in 
various ways back to the West, and then, through the eyes of the West, back to 
those who have been colonized.”27

Starting points
 In his classic text A History of the Church in Latin America: Colonialism to 
Liberation, Enrique Dussel suggests that 

the point of departure for European theology—even the most 
progressive theology—is the university or the pastoral praxis 
of the churches. The point of departure of the theology of lib-
eration is the ‘militancy’ of the theologians who are as parts 
of the Christian movements involved (even unto death) in the 
real, political, economic, cultural process of Latin America 
(emphasis in original).28
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I would propose that the point of departure for Latin@′ theologies is embedded 
in the complexities of la vida cotidiana, daily lived experiences, which more 
often than not call forth responses of militancy from theologians en conjunto. 
These complications demand a variety of lenses that must take into account 
intricate historical constructions that cannot easily shake off legacies of racism, 
sexism, heterosexism, classism, and colonialism embedded in contemporary 
contexts; theological formulations; and power and privilege differentials in 
church, academy, and society. This militancy, a posture I refer to as hostili-
dad pastoral/pastoral hostility, is a source of profound discomfort; therefore, 
representations of Latinos by those who are not Latin@´s are preferred in the 
mainstream, or should I say plainstream! A preference for such external man-
agement of cultural representations impacts the classroom too, objectifying 
the represented as well as those students in our classrooms who come from 
the thematized “those people.”

Representation and objectification
 At an international conference billed as ecumenical, a respected feminist 
practical theologian in a panel plenary presentation observed that in the United 
States one needed to see discrimination beyond a black-white binary. She went 
on to explain that Asians and Hispanics also experience it and, to underscore 
her point, proceeded to name aloud two derogatory terms for Asians and/or 
Asian Americans and two offensive pejoratives regarding Latin@′s—“spics” 
and “wetbacks.” This scholar, a self-described white Southerner, would never 
dream of uttering aloud the n-word, yet her need to “educate” in an inter-
national context allowed her to announce these terms to the assembly while 
neglecting to cite the original Latina source and context of her new-found 
knowledge.29

 In a blog commentary on the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 
(USCCB) document “Our First and Most Cherished Liberty,” a Catholic moral 
theologian noted, as a positive feature of the statement, that not only did the 
bishops cite a number of examples beyond the HHS mandate; the second one 
listed concerned immigration. The author wrote, “The second issue mentioned 
is laws that endanger those who provide services to “illegal” immigrants. By 
citing such an example, the bishops take a step toward shaping the issue in 
a truly Catholic, rather than partisan, way.”30 In response to an email that 
reminded the author that bishops did not use the term illegal as a modifier 
of immigrant, the blog was edited the next day as follows: “The second issue 
mentioned is laws that endanger those who provide services to “illegal” 
undocumented immigrants.”31 What remains curious is that the word was 
never deleted, even though it misrepresents what the bishops actually say; 
and to their credit, on the issue of immigration, they have been very careful 
about their use of language. The response “illegals undocumented” sends 
mixed messages and is predicated on the author’s admitted intention to use 
“illegals” as a colloquialism, thus setting the word off in “scare quotes.”32 In a 
paradoxical manner, the visible cross-out makes the “colloquial” insult even 
more visible, and scare quotes just manage to scare those who may already 
harbor doubts about the credibility of bishops. 
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 Both of these examples of (mis)representation share implicit assumptions: 
there is no one in each theologian/professor’s respective audiences who could 
be offended by these words;33 the utterance of these terms could not possibly 
participate in the very violence each would see their scholarship/teaching as 
countering; these terms are not quite hate speech. How often do our well-inten-
tioned colleagues still not get it, even though scholars from underrepresented 
communities have inhabited the same “professional spaces” for decades, not 
to mention countless classrooms as their students? How often do “they” talk 
about “us” as if “we” were not there, and in the process forget to cite us and 
our work on the very issues that remain central to our commitments?34 How 
often are “we” complicit and/or powerless in our own “Othering”? How often 
do we model the very Othering we ourselves have experienced, perpetuating 
cycles of violence? The pedagogical violence experienced by our students from 
underrepresented racial, ethnic, and cultural constituencies is often enough the 
reality experienced by their professors from those very same constituencies.

Interrupting and disrupting

 These concerns are not new. In 1994, biblical scholar, theologian, and 
culture critic Fernando Segovia covered some of the same ground in what 
was a disruptive call to interrupt presumptions of normativity and objectivity 
in theological education and scholarship. In his presidential address to the 
Academy of Catholic Hispanic Theologians of the United States (ACHTUS), 
Segovia acknowledged how the experience of theological education and 
scholarship would be both alien and alienating to those of us who hail from 
underrepresented racial/ethnic constituencies. Nearly twenty years later, his 
question continues to haunt and challenge:

How can one deal with a practice and discourse which are 
not one’s own, which do not regard one’s discourse and prac-
tice as being on par with those of the reigning paradigm, 
which possess inherent ways of preventing any possibility of 
a critical mass from taking shape, and which simply refuse 
to see themselves as particularized and contextualized as any 
other?35

With brutal realism he sought to equip underrepresented faculty, scholars, 
and students for the inevitability of an ongoing and constant struggle in the 
academy and, I would add, in too many of our churches. Twenty years later, 
if the academy is to survive and if our churches are to thrive, the obligation 
to strategize on these matters shifts from the scholars to the institutions. Our 
disruptive and interruptive presence is here to stay and has been for quite a 
while. Respond with merely cosmetic solutions and ignore its complexity at 
your own risk.

Carmen Nanko-Fernandez is associate professor of Hispanic theology and ministry for 
Catholic Theological Union in Chicago, Illinois.
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ABSTRACT: In this study, 300 full-time faculty in US seminaries affiliated 
with The Association of Theological Schools were surveyed. Findings showed 
that multicultural education in the seminary context is not one-dimensional 
but consists of three types: power and positionality, cultural competence, and 
classroom techniques. Underrepresented racial/ethnic, and to a lesser extent 
Asian, faculty tend to engage power and positionality and classroom tech-
niques more frequently than do white faculty. As a national study with input 
from multiple faculty voices, this study provides a needed breadth of perspec-
tive within theological education.

Introduction

Studying faculty perspectives in the classroom, particularly with respect to 
self-reports of their engagement with multicultural education, holds great 

significance when we consider how diverse our society is becoming. Various 
studies in higher education cite multiple benefits of diversity to students and 
society,1 including for example, enhanced student engagement, increased 
ability to hold complex concepts in tension, greater awareness and sensitivity 
in student-student and student-faculty interactions, progress in cultivating a 
more inclusive citizenry, and many others. The literature in higher education 
additionally indicates that faculty of color and white women faculty tend to 
engage active learning strategies, their students, multicultural pedagogies, the 
community, and other areas more than do white men faculty.2 Yet, national 
percentages of faculty of color in higher education continue to reveal low rep-
resentation (i.e., 15.2% of the total full-time instructional faculty in 1999 and 
22.2% in 2009).3

 And for institutions within The Association of Theological Schools (ATS), 
white men faculty still comprise 62.6 percent, and white men and women 
faculty together represent 80.7 percent, of all faculty in ATS member schools. 
Because faculty in higher education are still overwhelmingly white, it gives 
us reason to wonder whether faculty as a whole are engaging in multicultural 
pedagogy and whether students are, then, having an opportunity to engage in 
such learning.
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Changing demographics in seminaries 

 Janice Edwards-Armstrong, director of leadership education of ATS, 
describes an ongoing project titled “Preparing for 2040: Enhancing Capacity 
to Educate and Minister in a Multiracial/Multicultural World.”4

 Teams from various institutions gather to plan for institutional transforma-
tion on many levels (e.g., curriculum changes, infrastructure, understanding 
of race/ethnicity, and others). In the mid-2000s, ATS also organized a series of 
consultations with invited faculty from various racial/ethnic groups to learn 
how seminary education could be made more relevant for their communities. 
From personal observation as a participant, I noted several important recom-
mendations resulting from the Asian/Asian North American faculty meetings, 
such as the reduction of the number of required courses in order to make room 
for students taking more elective courses (e.g., exploration of racial/ethnic 
identities; ministry in Asian/Asian North American contexts; or other courses 
that highlight diversity, inclusivity, or multicultural pedagogy) or elevating 
those courses from elective to required status.
 However, it is unclear how fully these recommendations have affected 
theological education; a mechanism does not currently exist to assess whether 
faculty are engaging in multicultural education in their classrooms, to verify 
which faculty are doing the engaging, or to detect the varieties of multicul-
tural pedagogies being engaged. This lack may have far-reaching implications, 
especially when we consider the numerical growth among seminarians 
of color. ATS records on race and ethnicity between 1999 and 2010 indicate 
increases in students of color for nearly every group except white men. For 
example, between these years, growth ranged between 10.2 percent (1,254 to 
1,382) among international female students and 57.1 percent (1,592 to 2,501) 
among Hispanic male students.5

Need for seminary faculty engagement with multicultural education

 Churches and US Christianity are also seeing growth in diverse repre-
sentation. Soong-Chan Rah projects that “by 2050, African, Asian, and Latin 
American Christians will constitute 71 percent of the world’s Christian popula-
tion.”6 In preparation for these changes, it behooves the community of North 
American theological education to consider, broadly, the current status of sem-
inary faculty engagement with multicultural education and, more specifically, 
any patterns of engagement with multicultural education. Thomas F. Nelson 
Laird’s framework carries some promise for identifying with greater variability 
the ways in which faculty engage this work. He refers to a course as having 
greater or less “diversity inclusivity” based on nine elements of a course: 
purpose/goals, content, foundations/perspectives, learners, instructor(s), peda-
gogy, classroom environment, assessment/evaluation, and adjustment. Laird 
argues that when faculty design courses, they engage multicultural education 
to a greater or lesser extent in each of these areas.7

 In a larger study, I explored seminary faculty engagement with multi-
cultural education, specifically the predictors of multicultural education 
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engagement.8 This article reports the findings from one aspect of that study—
namely, the types of multicultural education seminary faculty engage. Here, 
I consider two questions: (1) In which aspects of multicultural education are 
seminary faculty most likely to engage? and (2) Does their engagement in 
these aspects fall into patterns?

Review of the literature

Multicultural education
 In a review of the works of multicultural religious educators, nearly all 
make reference to three scholars in the field, James A. Banks, Christine E. 
Sleeter, and Carl A. Grant. Their works are extensive and well-known; thus, in 
this article, I will only summarize key points. 
 James Banks. Banks contributes several metaconcepts to this body of liter-
ature, addressing a range of aspects of multicultural education.9 Of particular 
import to this study is Banks’ explanation of five dimensions of multicultural 
education: content integration, knowledge construction, prejudice reduction, 
an empowering school culture, and an equity pedagogy.10 
 Content integration is typically what is referenced when faculty imagine 
how they might incorporate more diversity into their classrooms. According to 
Banks, it involves the inclusion of examples from multiple, different groups to 
demonstrate theoretical concepts. Knowledge construction deals with epistemo-
logical concerns, how knowledge is made as well as the assumptions underlying 
the knowledge. Here, Banks advocates making explicit the positionality and 
social location of both the authors being studied and the learner-educators. The 
dimension of prejudice reduction includes ways educators help learners become 
aware of their socialization, particularly in terms of the presence and influence 
of members of dominant groups, and how interactions with different others 
can reduce prejudice but only in situations of equal status. An empowering school 
culture refers to institutional commitment, particularly as it refers to the institu-
tion’s policies, culture, and practices. An equity pedagogy addresses expectations, 
teaching styles, and the transmission of various types of cultural capital.11

 Christine Sleeter and Carl Grant. Also regarded as key contributors to the 
field, Sleeter and Grant identify five sets of models that maintain the “multi-
cultural education” designation.12 While they find value in each of the models, 
their critiques weigh more heavily on the first two. Thus, in the following, I 
truncate the description of the first two and highlight aspects in the last three 
that pertain to the present study.
 The first set of models, Teaching the Exceptional and the Culturally Dif-
ferent, focuses on difference, with assimilation as the ultimate goal. Within the 
Human Relations approach, educators emphasize experiential learning and 
direct contact with communities that are not familiar to the student, helping 
the student to develop understanding, minimize stereotyping, and cultivate 
an attitude of hospitality. Criticism for these two approaches includes keeping 
difference learning on the periphery or tending to trivialize or exoticize differ-
ence, often failing to recognize that oppression also stems from systemic and 
institutional inequities.13
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 Sleeter and Grant’s third approach is Single-Group Studies. Concentrating 
on a selected group, educators increase students’ awareness and appreciation 
for that group’s contributions to history, culture, and identity development. 
Students from the group being studied often become reeducated about their 
own community, and students from the dominant group face their own group’s 
realities of oppression and discrimination. Critics identify the possibility of 
further marginalization resulting from keeping single-group study courses at 
the elective (rather than core or required) level.14 Indeed, this problem sur-
faced during the ATS consultation for Asian/Asian North American faculty as 
an obstacle to diversifying theological education.
 The fourth option, Multicultural Education, includes operating under the 
assumption that multiple perspectives, diversity of content, analysis of all per-
spectives, and engaging all learners and learning styles adds to the learning 
experience. The approach is integrated into every curricular aspect, and the 
ultimate goal is “social change . . . in the very fabric of . . . society.”15 Criticisms 
of this approach include the frequent reductionist tendencies of multicultural 
educators to miss the complexities of overlapping identities, the requirement 
of this approach for multiple skills and knowledge by educators, and the con-
tinued lack of addressing systemic inequities inherent in educational systems 
and curricula.16

 In the Multicultural and Social Reconstructionist approach, learning 
extends to engaging in social analysis and exploring experiences of domi-
nance and oppression, ultimately culminating in social change. Pedagogues 
design their courses around social issues and intentionally address topics of 
the discipline through the lens of social critique. This approach is considered 
too radical by some, and critics raise concerns about the ability of educators 
to guide learners through authentic reconstruction, the skills required by edu-
cators to model structural analysis well, considering the tendency of most to 
analyze events and issues through the lens of the individual, and the viability 
of teaching an approach that requires radical commitment.17

 Sleeter and Grant align most with the fifth model, advocating for edu-
cation that cultivates in students the skills necessary to bring about social 
justice.18 As critical pedagogues, they call for a revision of the dominant cur-
riculum, such that all students are learning about and basing their learning 
on the experiences and assumptions of multiple communities, not just those 
of communities in power, and that the hegemonic assumptions, policies, and 
practices of dominant systems are dismantled.

Multicultural theological education
 Multicultural education in the seminary context has roots that extend back 
to the beginnings of theological training.19 In this section, I explore the litera-
ture on multicultural theological education, focusing particularly on authors’ 
perceived motivations for such education and their stated purposes and goals.
 Motivations for multicultural theological education. Most who advo-
cate for individual and community engagement with multicultural education 
derive motivation from theological conviction.20 Whether it is about human-
ity knowing God more wholly by understanding the particularities inherent 
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in self and in others21 or about “growth in Christlikeness,”22 the motivations 
come from a deep desire to know and be known by God and God’s people.
 Others name more tangible motivations. Robert J. Priest and Alvaro L. 
Nieves await the church’s active participation in the healing of a racialized 
world, for which the church is also culpable.23 Barbara Wilkerson specifies 
impulses driving seminary adoption of multicultural education: helping the 
US church realize it is not immune to the “exclusively Anglocentric” nature 
of instruction24 permeating the public educational realm; compelling church 
ministries, particularly those focused on mission, to go beyond the superfi-
cial; and developing skills to address intergenerational and cross-cultural 
difficulties.25

 Purposes/goals of multicultural theological education. Scholars articulate 
a variety of purposes and outcomes of multicultural theological education, 
ranging from awareness and appreciation of unlike others to antiracist activ-
ism. For example, Wilkerson concludes that the theories of Paulo Freire and 
of Sleeter and Grant align well with the theological thrust toward the goal of 
reconciliation.26 Laura B. Lewis, Ronald H. Cram, and James Michael Lee also 
consider the work of Sleeter and Grant and strongly advocate for the analysis 
of power asymmetries and other inequitable dynamics embedded in an insti-
tution’s culture and curricula.27 It is interesting to note the slight nuances of 
interpretation between these two articles on the same theoretical framework 
(i.e., that of Sleeter and Grant): Wilkerson sees the models as providing oppor-
tunity for reciprocity, where Lewis and colleagues expand the conversation to 
critiques of power.
 Another body of literature reaches further into a critical pedagogy, exam-
ining issues of privilege and race-based inequitable structures. David V. 
Esterline argues that the essential aim of multicultural theological education 
is changed lives, where everyone experiences an “antiracist” curriculum.28 
Indeed, by “multicultural,” Esterline believes theological education must 
include the objective of transforming systems of racism or structures that 
advantage certain groups based on race.29 Lawrence H. Mamiya offers a 
similar challenge from black church communities, that American society (and 
theological education) adopt a “strong antiracial discrimination stance.”30 
Likewise, while not addressing seminary education per se, Rah questions the 
future relevancy of an evangelicalism that is nonconversant with the thriving 
vibrancy of ethnic minority and immigrant communities.31

 Others call for the transformation of individual and social identity,32 
helping Christian communities understand that “all human experience is a 
social product and process,”33 a redistribution of power so that all experience 
it equally in community and harmony,34 listening to the heretofore silenced 
voices of oppressed communities,35 a consciousness raising of our own social 
locations and positions of power,36 and the opportunity for all to identify 
as part of the family of God37 as primary goals of multicultural seminary 
education. 
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Data and analysis38

Sample
 The population studied in this project is full-time US faculty in graduate-
level theological education. Though perceptions of faculty in Canadian and 
Puerto Rican seminaries need to be explored, these contexts differ from that of 
the non-Puerto Rican United States. This study, thus, includes faculty in non-
Puerto Rican United States (henceforth, US) seminaries only. 
 To investigate the targeted population, I analyzed a random sample39 of 
300 respondents (corresponding to a 23.0% response rate), roughly two-thirds 
female and one-third male, acquired through the ATS database. The racial com-
position of the sample was slightly more than one-half white, one-fifth black, 
one-tenth Asian, one-tenth Latino/Hispanic, slightly less than 5 percent of mul-
tiple races, and less than 1 percent each Native American and Pacific Islander. 
Respondents mainly represented the higher ranks (associate or full professor), 
more than two-thirds held tenure or extended contracts, and they were evenly 
distributed among evangelical and mainline Protestant schools, with more than 
one-tenth from Roman Catholic seminaries. The three most frequently reported 
discipline categories were theology (26.8%), Bible (19.2%), and ministry (15.8%). 

Analysis
 Question A: Aspects of multicultural education that faculty engage. This 
section highlights findings on responses to the single item, “I include multi-
cultural education in my courses” (OverallMC), and to the seventeen other 
dependent items related to engagement with other aspects of multicultural 
education. (See Appendix for descriptives on all dependent items.)
 Engagement of multicultural education overall. Overall, the sample reported 
engaging in multicultural education (OverallMCmean = 2.86, between “Occa-
sionally” and “Frequently” but closer to the latter on a four-point scale ranging 
from “Never” to “Always”); however, overall engagement with multicultural 
education was indicated among the lowest response means for dependent 
items. Cross-tabulations by gender and race and by frequency response show 
that more black/African/African American (henceforth, black) faculty reported 
always (44.3%) engaging in multicultural education than did Latino/Hispanic 
(henceforth, Latino/a) faculty (40.6%), faculty of multiple races (36.4%), Asian/
Asian American (henceforth, Asian) faculty (25.7%), and white faculty (17.9%). 
 Response patterns by race on this single dependent item also reveal differ-
ences. For Asian faculty and for white faculty, the responses follow a normal, 
bell-shaped distribution. However, for black faculty, Latino/a faculty, and 
faculty of multiple races (i.e., underrepresented racial/ethnic faculty, hence-
forth URE), the distributions show a skewed distribution, cresting in the 
direction of “Frequently” and “Always.” See Table 1 for frequency cross-tabu-
lations on the single-item dependent measure.
 Comparison of means between underrepresented racial/ethnic faculty 
and nonunderrepresented (non-URE) faculty reveals that, while for non-URE 
faculty, the overall engagement item was one of the two items with the lowest 
mean (2.66 between Occasionally and Frequently), for URE faculty, it was not 
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TABLE 1. Dependent Variable, OverallMC—Frequency Cross-tabulations by Race and Gender

DV: I include multicultural education in my courses  
(OverallMC)

Race*
 Gender

Never
Occasion-

ally
Frequently Always Total

A
si

an
/

A
si

an
 A

m

Male 
Female

1
2

3
9

3
8

2
7

9
26

Total Count
Total % of Race

3
8.6%

12
34.3%

11
31.4%

9
25.7%

35
100.0%

B
la

ck
,  

A
fr

ic
an

/
A

fr
ic

an
 A

m

Male
Female

0
0

2
9

7
16

11
16

20
41

Total Count
Total % of Race

0
0%

11
18.0%

23
37.7%

27
44.3%

61
100.0%

La
ti

no
/

H
is

pa
ni

c

Male
Female

0
2

1
3

2
11

2
11

5
27

Total Count
Total % of Race

2
6.2%

4
12.5%

13
40.6%

13
40.6%

32
100.0%

M
ul

ti
pl

e 
R

ac
es

Male
Female

0
0

0
3

1
3

2
2

3
8

Total Count
Total % of Race

0
5%

3
27.3%

4
36.4%

4
36.4%

11
100.0%

W
hi

te

Male
Female

1
10

13
46

21
33

15
12

50
101

Total Count
Total % of Race

11
7.3%

59
39.1%

54
35.8%

27
17.9%

151
100.0%

To
ta

l

Male
% of Gender
Female 
% of Gender

2
2.3%

14
6.8%

20
22.7%

71
34.6%

34
38.6%

71
34.6%

32
36.4%

49
23.9%

88
100.0%

205
100.0%

Total Count
Total %

16
5.5%

91
31.1%

105
35.8%

81
27.6%

293
100.0%

* Counts in the Native American/First Nations and Pacific Islander racial categories were very few 
(three total) and were omitted to maintain confidentiality.

(3.21, Frequently). Independent sample t-test confirms that the difference in 
means for this single dependent item is significant [t (293) = -5.360, p < .001] 
and represented a moderate-sized effect (Cohen’s D = .65).
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 These findings together suggest that underrepresented racial/ethnic 
faculty are more apt to engage multicultural education than those in the non-
underrepresented racial/ethnic faculty group. Indeed, this item was one of the 
ten that showed a statistically significant difference (p < .001 level) in mean 
response between the two groups.40

 Engagement in other aspects of multicultural education. Comparisons of mean 
responses provide perspective on other aspects of multicultural education 
engagement. For the entire sample, the item with the highest mean was “Cre-
ating a safe climate in my classroom is very important for me” (Safe Climate, 
3.77 on a 4-point scale). The two items with the next highest means were 
“Developing in students the skills necessary to work effectively with people 
from various cultural backgrounds is a very important purpose of education”41 
(Student Cultural Competence, 3.58) and “I regularly reflect on my decisions 
about which skills, values, or knowledge students should learn in the class-
room” (Reflect Epistemology, 3.38). In addition to Safe Climate and Student 
Cultural Competence, URE faculty also showed strongest agreement with 
engaging in Critique Dominant Canon, Teacher Social Location, and Diverse 
Teaching Methods. (See Appendix for full text of items.)
 The item with the lowest mean for the sample was “I include lecture, class 
discussions, or writing assignments that integrate topics of my discipline with 
topics related to diversity (justice, equity, power asymmetry, access, . . . gen-
derism/racism/ageism/classism . . .” (Diversity Content, 2.84). The three items 
with the next lowest means were “I reflect on how my students’ various socio-
cultural identities (i.e., gender, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, ability, 
culture, religion/denomination, etc.) affect their learning” (Reflect Social ID 
Affect Learn, 2.87), “I adjust aspects of the course (e.g., pace, content, assign-
ments) based on student learning needs”42 (Adjust Course, 2.87), and “I employ 
pedagogical strategies to create equal-status conditions43 (e.g., minimizing 
feelings of superiority/inferiority among students . . .) for deep interaction” 
(Equal Status Conditions, 2.90). 
 It is important to note that for all dependent items, the URE faculty group 
did not have any means resulting below 3.10 (Agree). For the non-URE faculty 
group, eight of eighteen dependent items returned means that fell below 3.00. 
While this may indicate the presence of a social desirability effect, it may also 
suggest a greater engagement with multicultural education by underrepre-
sented racial/ethnic seminary faculty.
 Question B: Patterns of multicultural education engagement. To determine 
whether faculty engagement with multicultural education falls into identifiable 
patterns, I performed factor analysis of responses to the seventeen nonoverall 
dependent items.44 As is standard in such analysis, I considered the factor load-
ings to identify patterns of responses by this sample, then to determine individual 
items that group together to form a “composite” variable. Table 2 presents factor 
loadings in the pattern matrix. Through examination of the high factor loadings, 
I named the first three factors Multicultural Education-Power and Positionality, 
Multicultural Education-Cultural Competence, and Multicultural Education-
Classroom Techniques; saved them as variables using regression method; and 
used them in subsequent analyses in the larger study.45
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 Power and Positionality. Six items loaded high for the construct Power and 
Positionality. These were “I regularly reflect on my social location and/or posi-
tionality” (Teacher Social Location, .903); “I regularly have students explore 
their social location and/or positionality” (Student Social Location, .719); “I 
regularly reflect on my potential biases about course-related issues” (Reflect 
on Biases, .654); “I encourage students to question the dominant curricular 
canon’s assumptions, paradigms, and characteristics that perpetuate domi-
nance” (Critique Dominant Canon, .638); “I include lecture, class discussions, 
or writing assignments . . . with topics related to diversity . . .” (Diversity 
Content, .578); and “I include lecture, class discussions, or writing assign-
ments that incorporate diverse perspectives . . .”46 (Diverse Perspectives, .525).
 Cultural Competence. Three items comprised Cultural Competence. The 
items with the highest loadings were “Developing in students the skills nec-
essary to work with . . . various cultural backgrounds is . . . very important 
. . .”47 (Student Cultural Competence, .833); “My goal for student learning is 
. . . knowledge, attitudes, skills necessary for participation in action for justice 
and equality” (Student Learning Goal, .641); and “Creating a safe climate in 
my classroom is very important for me” (Safe Climate, .628).
 Classroom Techniques. Five of the seventeen dependent items loaded high 
for the composite factor Classroom Techniques. These were “I adjust aspects 
of the course . . . based on student learning needs”48 (Adjust Course, .672); “I 
employ pedagogical strategies to create equal-status conditions . . .”49 (Equal 
Status Conditions, .664); “I evaluate student learning using multiple tech-
niques”50 (Evaluate Multiple Techniques, .657); “My teaching methods are 
intentionally diverse to encourage the active participation of all students” 
(Diverse Teaching Methods, .604); and “I reflect on how my students’ various 
sociocultural identities . . . affect their learning” (Reflect Social ID Affect Learn-
ing, .517).

Conclusions

Key findings and interpretations
 In this section, I first address the kinds of multicultural education/diversity 
inclusivity in which seminary faculty engage. Then, to respond to the question 
about whether engagement in multicultural education falls into identifiable 
patterns, I discuss the factors that emerged.
 Which faculty engage which pedagogical aspects? Overall, seminary 
faculty do engage in multicultural education; however, black and Latino/a 
faculty, as well as faculty of multiple races, far more frequently engage in mul-
ticultural education than do Asian and white faculty.
 The types of multicultural education that seminary faculty are most 
likely to engage, however, vary according to group (i.e., URE and non-URE 
faculty). The three areas of multicultural pedagogy that non-URE faculty are 
most likely to engage include providing a safe climate for students, building 
student competence to work effectively with people from other cultures, and 
reflecting on decisions about what students should learn. Similar to non-URE 
faculty, URE faculty are most likely to engage in providing a safe climate for 
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students and building student competence to work effectively with people 
from other cultures; however, they are also more likely to incorporate a diver-
sity of teaching methods to encourage active participation by all students, 
instructor self-reflection on social location and positionality, and encourage-
ment of students to critique the dominant curricular canon’s assumptions and 
paradigms that perpetuate dominance.
 Dimensions of multicultural education. Multicultural education engage-
ment does fall into identifiable patterns. While two types of multicultural 
education were anticipated a priori, three distinct dimensions in fact emerged. 
Results from analyses performed to identify these dimensions were further 
corroborated by specific alignment of certain predictors of each dimension of 
multicultural education.51

 The Power and Positionality dimension of multicultural education is 
reminiscent of Banks’ Knowledge Construction,52 which deals with epistemo-
logical concerns (including the asymmetrical power structures that reinforce 
decisions about what counts as knowledge).
 The Cultural Competence dimension focuses on building student knowl-
edge and skills necessary for interacting cross-culturally and providing safe 
spaces for that exploration. In theological contexts, this dimension of multi-
cultural education is commonly found as a model of teaching and learning for 
mission and evangelism.53

 A third, unexpected dimension emerged: Classroom Techniques. While 
this type of multicultural education enjoyed some convergence with Power 
and Positionality, its characteristics lie uniquely in concrete pedagogical 
methods and strategies that promote diversity inclusivity.
 Data indicate that seminary faculty engage more in aspects of two dimen-
sions of multicultural education: Power and Positionality and Cultural 
Competence. Seminary faculty engage less readily in aspects of Classroom 
Techniques. And, though aspects of Cultural Competence are engaged by all 
faculty, URE faculty are more apt to engage pedagogical aspects of Power and 
Positionality.

What meaning can we make?
 Racial group. Literature overwhelmingly indicates that faculty of color 
and white women faculty engage active learning strategies, their students, 
multicultural pedagogies, the community, and other areas more than do white 
men faculty.54 Descriptive analysis in this study confirmed that URE faculty 
and non-URE faculty differed significantly in their responses to survey items. 
Examples of ways in which faculty engagement differed include the fact that 
URE faculty were most likely to engage in instructor self-reflection on social 
location and positionality and in encouragement of students to critique the 
assumptions of curricular canons and paradigms that perpetuate dominance; 
whereas, non-URE faculty were most likely to engage in building student 
competence to work effectively with people from other cultures and in reflect-
ing on decisions about what students should learn.
 Complexity of multicultural education. That seminary faculty incline 
more toward Power and Positionality and Cultural Competence than they do 
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Classroom Techniques was an interesting finding. Much of theological or semi-
nary activity resides in the realms of the conceptual or immaterial, thus perhaps 
making the first two dimensions of multicultural education more attractive or 
palatable to this population. Items that comprise the dimension Classroom 
Techniques relate to specific classroom techniques that promote diversity 
inclusivity, such as using a variety of assessment methods in order to provide 
students with multiple ways of demonstrating their learning,55controlling the 
participation of students from dominant groups56 so that all students have 
equal opportunity to contribute,57 and adjusting course agendas, content, or 
delivery based on feedback from a diversity of learning styles.58 While these 
are considered pedagogical best practices in any class, such best practices 
may be unfamiliar to seminary faculty, many of whom did not take courses 
in teaching/learning while in graduate school nor were socialized to consider 
themselves as multicultural educators.
 Regarding the nontechnical dimensions, it is important to recognize that 
multicultural education is not monolithic. Multicultural education in semi-
nary settings can incline toward a pedagogy that respects the different Other, 
with an awareness of how we “assume that our way is the only way that 
is appropriate . . .”59 This Cultural Competence dimension can emphasize 
mutual celebration and learning from and of the “stranger.”60 It can also lack 
a sense of mutuality, the notion that the racial/ethnic student will also inform 
the instructor. For example, in a discussion on cooperative learning, Deborah 
L. Bainer and Jeffrey W. Peck describe a technique in which they hint at their 
pedagogical philosophy not in their direct explanation but in the act of putting 
quotation marks around a key word, (e.g., “Each member of a small group 
‘teaches’ the rest of his or her group . . . ,” apparently to indicate that students 
are not actually engaging in teaching their classmates.61 While reconciliation 
is typically the end goal, most cultural analysis in this dimension occurs at 
the level of the individual or group.62 Seminary pedagogues applying this 
dimension of multicultural education emphasize experiential learning and 
interaction with unfamiliar others, helping students develop sensitivity and 
understanding and nurture hospitality (similar to Sleeter and Grant’s Human 
Relations approach).63

 Multicultural education in seminary settings, however, can also focus 
more on social analysis of systems and unjust structures. Such pedago-
gies identify and name hegemonic practices and policies that perpetuate 
dominance, privileging one group or system over others.64 Various authors 
highlight this dimension of Power and Positionality in their writing and class-
room approach.65 Pedagogies within this dimension range from a recognition 
and welcoming of the diversity of students’ social locations as points of exper-
tise (e.g., Charles R. Foster’s description of exploring strategies for students to 
situate their own experiences and histories in the course content),66 to incor-
porating content on diversity topics that relate to the course’s discipline, to 
challenging racist structures in society and within the church head on, with an 
awareness of asymmetrical power in knowledge construction.67 This dimen-
sion of multicultural education is more in agreement with Sleeter and Grant’s 
Multicultural and Social Reconstructionist approach, in which instructors 
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design courses around sociohistorical issues and explore experiences of domi-
nance and oppression, ultimately leading to social action and transformation.

Final remarks

 This report has contributed a missing piece to the literature. Germi-
nal works exist within the literature that explores theological education;68 
however, these works either build on historical synthesis or analyze select 
institutions (i.e., eighteen out of more than 260 ATS institutions, in the case 
of Foster and colleagues69). While their conclusions are profound and revela-
tory, those pieces can be seen as constrained by the contexts about which they 
write. This national study, however, presents a more inclusive understanding 
of the perspectives of faculty who engage in theological education and thus 
complements the depth of those important works by providing a slice of the 
breadth that they miss.
 Given that projections place the US church in a nonwhite-majority context 
in the near future, exploration of multicultural theological education becomes 
paramount. Not only will future seminarians be increasingly racially diverse, 
but seminary graduates will be ministering in a racially diverse church context 
as well. Theological educators must, therefore, engage in the preparation of 
their seminarians to minister in such a context. The Association of Theologi-
cal Schools has already begun its campaign to address this challenge with the 
“Preparing for 2040” project. This study also addresses the challenge by con-
sidering 300 seminary faculty voices, half of whom are faculty of color. What 
better way to gain understanding about preparation for a multicultural world 
than by hearing from a multiracial multitude?

Deborah Gin is associate professor in ministry at Azusa Pacific School of Theology in 
Azuza, California, and senior faculty fellow in the Center for Teaching, Learning, and 
Assessment. 
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ABSTRACT: Although it ran for more than ten years and involved more 
than 200 faculty from forty-four ATS member schools, the findings of the 
Lexington Seminar have not been engaged as robustly as they could be in 
facing current challenges. This essay collates the experiences of the Lexing-
ton Seminar with recent educational literature to suggest a range of options 
in faculty development for meeting the adaptive challenges facing schools, 
particularly in terms of shifting dynamics of authority, authenticity, and 
agency.

. . . have patience with everything unresolved in your heart 
and try to love the questions themselves
as if they were locked rooms 
or books written in a very foreign language.

Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you now,
because you would not be able to live them.

And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now.
Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually,

without even noticing it,
live your way into the answer.1

This is the epigraph that Seabury-Western Theological Seminary used for 
the report it wrote out of its experience in the Lexington Seminar. It is 

an apt way to begin this essay, too, for in reflecting upon what theological 
education looks like today—let alone what it might need to look like in the 
future—we discover that there are more questions than answers, more change 
than stasis, and infinite opportunities to live into our questions rather than to 
close them off too quickly. Such a situation calls for what Glenda Eoyang and 
Royce Holladay describe as “adaptive action.”2

 My own contribution to this challenge rests at the heart of the discussion 
about teaching and learning, and in this essay I hope to offer a perspective 
drawn from recent research in theological schools as well as specific dynam-
ics to which we must attend as we move forward. Toward that end, I will 
be drawing primarily upon the experiential, participatory action research 
embodied in the work of the Lexington Seminar, a Lilly-funded project that 
ran from 1998 to 2008. The annals of that project remain immediately acces-
sible on its website, but few scholars have employed those data in their work. 
The project involved more than forty-four theological seminaries and univer-
sity divinity schools committed to dealing with issues of teaching and learning 
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in theological education. Each year, as many as five schools were invited to 
participate in a weeklong seminar held in June for teams composed of the 
six members of the faculty and administration of each institution. Following 
the June seminar, each of the participating schools was invited to submit a 
grant proposal for an educational project that addressed the issue in theologi-
cal teaching and learning identified by the whole faculty. At the end of each 
two-year cycle, a joint consultation for the schools was held to reflect on their 
projects and a final report was written, which is also available on the project 
website.

Teaching in theological education

 We are only two decades into the renewed discussion about teaching 
in higher education that began with the initial publication of Ernest Boyer’s 
Scholarship Reconsidered. Discussion of the role of teaching within theological 
education is even younger, although there is more of a center to the discus-
sion—not yet a consensus, but at least common ground is emerging. Vincent 
Cushing, for example, in his opening forward to the book published out of the 
Keystone Conferences, writes,

Educators are coming to the realization that their work is more 
about learning than teaching. While teaching is a constituent 
element in any good education, it is the process of teaching 
that has reformulated the calculus of education. Process 
involves the awareness of students’ cultural backgrounds, the 
recognition of the experiential as well as the cognitional, and 
the evaluation of whether real learning actually occurred. All 
this places the emphasis squarely on learning.3

A concern for process in teaching, not simply the content of what is to be shared, 
emerges from biblical reflection on the topic as well. Rolf Jacobson notes that 

the people that formed the Bible did not differentiate between 
different types of knowledge in the same ways that we 
moderns do. . . .
 . . . biblical concern for the corporate good must crowd in 
on us when we are thinking about education. Education must 
be about the common good.4 

This concern for the common good is not simply pragmatic, however; it is an 
essential consequence of the deep recognition of relationality that pervades 
the biblical witness, the felt sense that our Bible tells us of God’s ongoing rela-
tionship with God’s people. Melchert notes that 

congruence between the what and the how (content and 
method) is pedagogically striking in Jesus’ teaching and in the 
Gospel texts. Jesus talked of the kingdom, the compassionate 
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and just rule of God, what it was like to be a subject, and he 
enacted that in his interactions with people. The texts not only 
portray Jesus’ sending apprentice-disciples to do as he did 
but effectively invite later reader-learners to find themselves 
sent as well.5

Similar points are being made by theologians who argue, as does Parker 
Palmer, that “we know as we are known.”6 Elizabeth Conde-Frasier writes that 
“knowledge is an activity in which the totality of one’s being is engaged, not 
only the mind. . . . Full comprehension is manifested in action that corresponds 
to the relationship apprehended.”7 A recent book titled To Teach, To Delight, and 
To Move, centers on “theological education in a post-Christian world,” claiming 
in its very title this integrative and congruent theological claim.8 
 Within the educational disciplines more generally, a host of studies and 
theories point to the essentially relational character of learning, at the same 
time urging that teaching and learning not be understood as either relativist 
or instrumental in character. Jane Vella’s very popular text on adult learning is 
titled Learning to Listen, Learning to Teach; while the classic text on curriculum 
design by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe, Understanding by Design, notes that 
there are six facets to understanding: not only are explanation, interpretation, 
and application part of the process, but equally important aspects of under-
standing are perspective, empathy, and self-knowledge—these latter three 
particularly implicated in relational forms of knowing.9 Educators continue to 
draw on the work of researchers in a variety of disciplines. Within psychology 
Robert Kegan’s work is central, and his constructive developmental theorizing 
also argues for an intensely relational, contextual aspect to learning.10 Soci-
ologists working within education have also argued in this vein. University 
of Chicago professors Anthony Bryk and Barbara Schneider, for example, 
studied years of educational reform within the K-12 public school system in 
Chicago and concluded that relational trust is the key predictive element for 
whether reform would be successful and sustainable.11 Even neuroscientists 
have begun to use the language of emotions and relationality to describe the 
complex processes by which synapses fire to create pathways of memory and 
learning. As James Zull points out,

Presenting our subject as stories . . . is a way to help the learner 
become emotionally engaged. But there is more to effective 
teaching than how we present the subject. Specifically, there is 
how we present ourselves. And there may be no more impor-
tant part of teaching than the emotional reaction of a student 
to a teacher.12

 Teaching is fundamentally concerned with the process of learning. Learn-
ing is fundamentally a relational, even spiritual practice.13 There is widespread 
agreement about these two assertions within the educational literatures. But 
do theological educators accept these assertions and grasp their implications 
for teaching in the theological context? There are signs that more and more 
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of our colleagues are, in fact, moving in that direction. The books produced 
out of the Lexington Seminars, Practical Wisdom and Revitalizing Practice, and 
out of the Keystone Conferences, Educating Leaders for Ministry, are eloquent 
arguments for such an understanding. Three other recent books, The Scope of 
Our Art: The Vocation of the Theological Teacher, Educating Clergy, and the book I 
noted earlier, To Teach, To Delight, and To Move, engage these issues directly.
 Yet haunting all of these books are echoes of other definitions of teaching 
and learning, other, perhaps more technical or instrumental, conceptions of 
the role of the theological educator. At the same time as our wider cultural 
spaces are shifting dramatically, responding to huge changes not only in the 
mixing of cultures as peoples move across vast distances of terrain and reli-
gion, but also to huge technological shifts that make it possible to shift time 
and space in brand new ways, theological institutions are clinging ever more 
tightly to disciplinary categories and pedagogical methods that were devel-
oped centuries before and which grew out of contexts that no longer exist.14

 Ronald Heifetz has developed a distinctive way of framing this dilemma 
by distinguishing between a “technical” challenge and an “adaptive” chal-
lenge.15 A technical challenge is one that can be met well by a specific technical 
skill. When you have a broken wrist, for example, the best course of action 
might be to find the most technically skilled doctor you can and then to sit 
as still as possible while you allow that doctor to set your wrist. An adap-
tive challenge, on the other hand, demands active participation in seeking a 
solution and generally requires a shift in practice. It is not usually possible to 
solve an adaptive problem without changing, without evolving in some way. 
Learning that you have developed a chronic illness demands of the patient not 
only a technically proficient doctor but also one who is skilled in supporting 
the active changes in behavior that the patient will need to adopt to cope with 
the illness.
 As Heifetz, Kegan, and others note, we are currently living in times that 
present a wide assortment of adaptive challenges. This is as true within theolog-
ical education as outside of it, but it is perhaps not as thoroughly understood. 
As theological educators face such challenges, many teachers (not to mention 
institutions) have grasped at what might be termed “technical” solutions, 
rather than seeking to engage the underlying, adaptive challenges.
 This is the point in the conversation at which the Lexington Seminar 
research is so pertinent. I am disappointed that the work of this Lilly-funded 
project has not been more widely assimilated into theological education. The 
Lexington Seminar ran from 1998 to 2008 and involved teams of educators 
and administrators from forty-four ATS Commission-accredited schools. 
Aimed at engaging the entire culture of a school, rather than individual 
faculty, the Lexington Seminar asked schools to write stories that evoked 
rather than detailed specific challenges they were facing. It then used those 
stories as a focus for shared and concerted work on those challenges. The 
project’s narrative approach created a more open-ended and flexible process, 
which in turn provided more room for adaptive challenges to be identified 
and engaged. The rest of this essay will focus on what has been learned 
about teaching from the forty-four Protestant and Reformed seminaries 
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and divinity schools, more than 200 committed teachers, and ten years of 
work to be found in the project files of the Lexington Seminar. Three adap-
tive challenges emerge in particular: contestation over authority, growing 
from that contestation a renewed quest for authenticity, and growing out 
of that quest a compelling need to shift understandings of agency.16  
 Theological knowledges in postmodern contexts, for instance, are not 
knowledges accepted a priori or simply through assertion. They are knowl-
edges that must build their authority and credibility through the development 
of authentic agency. You can see such challenges in the numerous stories of 
teachers in the Lexington project schools who can no longer assume that their 
students begin from the same base of knowledge and with similar expectations 
as in the past. Rather, teachers must build credibility with students—credibil-
ity of the knowledges shared, credibility of their own authority as researchers 
and teachers, credibility of the impact of their knowledge for the contexts in 
which the students will be exploring and utilizing it.
 The recognition that authority grows out of credibility built from authen-
tic experience arises intimately out of the current dynamics of formation 
within theological schools. Indeed, authenticity was not, until recently, an 
issue within higher education more generally, let alone theological education 
specifically. But as numerous studies point out, formation is increasingly the 
element of theological education that differentiates it from higher education 
more generally.17 While formation is not easily nor universally defined—as 
the Carnegie Foundation study notes, “almost no one, even in Catholic com-
munities who use this terminology most frequently, is truly satisfied with 
formation language”18—the language of formation is ubiquitous and nearly 
always carries affective elements to it. Where Wiggins and McTighe speak of 
the elements of understanding as being “explanation, interpretation, appli-
cation, perspective, empathy, and self-knowledge,”19 it is generally the latter 
three that come into play in the context of formation. All three are woven into 
what is meant by the phrase “authentic expression” that is used so often in 
these contexts.
 Finally, embedded in many of these school reports, in the experiences 
of many seminaries in this era of theological education, is deep and abiding 
tension over the “ends” of their endeavor. For what purposes do such schools 
teach? David Tiede speaks of this dilemma in terms of the tensions seminaries 
face in abiding within conflicting images of themselves as abbey, as academy, 
or as apostolate.20 If the schools themselves are struggling with these tensions, 
the challenge becomes even more specific and pointed for individual teachers. 
The incentives for scholarship built into the academy model of a seminary dove-
tail well with the demands of specific academic guilds but do not rest easily 
with the challenges of translating scholarship into units of meaning sequenced 
well for learning. Similarly, the demands of translating critical analysis into a 
frame of engagement that supports prayer and meditation (that is, the abbey 
element) are not easily met. Finally, the task of preparing students for an apos-
tolate, for sending them into contexts in which they are leading communities of 
faith in mission, often does not align well with the more distanced objectivity 
of academic scholarship. 
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The challenges: Authority, authenticity, agency

 The middle section of this paper looks at several of the challenges specifi-
cally identified by schools in the areas of authority, authenticity, and agency, 
collating their experiences with the more general conclusions of the educa-
tional literatures. Then the final section of this paper considers a range of 
options of faculty development to meet challenges in each of these areas.

The adaptive challenge of shifting notions of authority
 What constitutes authority in a given setting is clearly bound up with phil-
osophical discussions of epistemology. How do we know? How do we know 
that we know? What constitutes knowing? These are the underlying questions 
that well up in the midst of more limited debates over who has authority in 
a given classroom, or what constitutes an “A” paper vs. a “C” one.21 If our 
larger cultural contexts were not immersed in such vivid debates, it’s unlikely 
that they would spill over into classroom settings in quite the same way. Yet 
it is the larger cultural context that presses into theological classrooms and 
shifts teaching dilemmas from simple, more technical choices of which par-
ticular text to use or which kind of lecture to prepare, to a much larger and 
more adaptive challenge of what it means to know religiously and how one 
might prepare to lead a community of knowing. The schools in the Lexington 
Seminar voiced this challenge in a number of ways.
 Institutional DNA. Over and over again amongst the reports and narra-
tives comes striking language about the shifting nature of theological authority 
in denominational contexts. Whether it was Calvin Theological Seminary 
pondering the role and shape of reformed theology in its current incarnation, 
Colgate Rochester Crozer Divinity School struggling to understand the ways 
in which its social gospel heritage remains active, or Anabaptist Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary rethinking what missional leadership is, many of the schools 
in the Lexington Seminar felt challenged by the necessity of moving beyond 
simply transferring their traditional heritage to, first, seeking to understand 
it critically, and then making it “come alive” through justifying it to their 
students.22

 No longer is it enough simply to transfer and hone specialized informa-
tion between members of a community who have been previously socialized 
into that community’s practices. Rather, the teaching/learning task is now one 
of simultaneously introducing students to the deeper rationales and elements 
of a theological tradition at the same time as they must also be introduced to 
effective ways to critique and transform it. Many of the schools in the Lexing-
ton Seminar refer to this teaching/learning challenge as introducing students 
to critical thinking.23

 Student body composition. Underlying this challenge of needing to 
rethink, retrieve, and reclaim theological traditions is the shifting nature of 
student bodies in theological education. Where previously a faculty could 
assume that students were devoting their full-time attention to learning the 
content a faculty had determined was necessary, now students span a spec-
trum from full-time, young, single students who reside in dorms on the 
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seminary’s campus, to students studying full time and working part time, to 
students studying part time and working full time while parenting, to students 
studying part time while living and working at a huge geographic remove 
(this last made possible through digital technologies and distributed learning 
frameworks). Most if not all of the schools in the project shared their struggles 
with supporting students from multiple backgrounds, but the narratives of 
Austin Presbyterian Theological Seminary, Lutheran School of Theology at 
Chicago, and Lancaster Theological Seminary are particularly pointed on this 
topic.
 Teaching across such diversity (which is further stretched if you take into 
account the shifting racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity of student bodies) 
requires more than simply adding a few courses to the required curriculum. 
Most often it requires radical rethinking of the entire curriculum itself—again, 
an adaptive challenge that forces faculty to rethink much of what they know 
about teaching and learning. Developing the relational competence necessary 
for teaching across such vast diversity is difficult, and many schools reported 
that the Lexington Seminar was one of the first times they could devote any 
concentrated attention to the challenge.
 Faculty training and background. Changes in epistemology and changes 
in student bodies—these in turn lead to yet another challenge that schools 
in the Lexington Seminar identified: lack of specific training and expertise in 
teaching. Faculty generally prepare for their roles as teachers in seminary set-
tings by studying for and achieving a PhD in a specific field of study. Few 
doctoral programs—although more than there used to be—provide specific 
instruction in teaching methods. Thus faculty learn how to teach by observing 
their own teachers, and their own teachers in doctoral programs are gener-
ally focused on undertaking original research and initiating their students 
into the practices of such research. Faculty understanding of how one acquires 
and maintains authority in educational settings, for instance, is most directly 
linked to research methodologies and the criteria for authority that are devel-
oped within academic guilds.
 Students, on the other hand, are most often preparing for pastoral ministry 
in congregational or nonprofit settings. While credible research results carry 
some authority in pastoral settings, it is far more often the case that pastoral 
leaders need to be effective “shepherds, builders, and gardeners,” to use Scott 
Cormode’s terminology.24 That is, they need to be capable of sensitive human 
interactions, they need to be adept at structural engagement, and they need to 
be agile interpreters of current contexts. Few doctoral programs prepare their 
graduates well for the process of making research accessible, and fewer still 
prepare their graduates for the hard task of building authority through the 
nurturing of learning community.
 Thus, yet another adaptive challenge arising out of the broader category 
of authority lies in helping seminary faculty learn to be adept teachers in this 
changing context.25

 Broader issues of cultural epistemological shifts. While I’ve already men-
tioned some of the epistemological shifts that underlie these challenges, many 
of the schools in the Lexington Seminar specifically identified one cluster of 
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such shifts as having to do with the challenges raised by racism in the US 
context.26 Given the ubiquity of “white privilege” in the US context, theologi-
cal school faculties have begun to cultivate deliberately what Brookfield and 
Hess have termed an “aggressive humility” in their teaching, and that, again, 
is an element of adaptation pertaining to authority.27

 Other schools have worked on understanding the specific challenges 
raised by students coming from largely international contexts. As Virginia 
Theological Seminary noted, international students bring with them a variety 
of ways of responding to teachers and often live within a complicated set of 
differences in relation to what is considered authoritative in their studies.28

 As faculties struggle to figure out how to teach amidst such conflict-
ing demands, they often reach for technical “fixes”—adding more required 
courses to the curriculum, adding more noncredit requirements, struggling 
with one another about grading issues—without digging more deeply into 
the adaptive challenges, seeking solutions that have sufficient ambiguity and 
flexibility to truly meet the needs of their students and the communities they 
will eventually lead.

The adaptive challenge of competing ways of defining authenticity
 Authenticity as a category grows out of notions of genuineness, of affec-
tive experiences that have resonance, of faithfulness and factuality.29 In the 
theological setting, it is a term that has profound epistemological conse-
quences. Is human experience an appropriate criteria of theological knowing, 
for example? To what extent is authenticity even appropriately used in theo-
logical formulations? Yet while theological faculty will most often engage the 
term philosophically, our students—and often the communities from which 
they come and to which they will be sent—hear the term in profoundly affec-
tive, embodied ways. Ask a professor of worship what constitutes authentic 
worship and you are likely to receive a response that is based on historical 
precedent and biblical warrant. Ask a student in our seminaries, or a member 
of our congregations, what constitutes authentic worship and you are more 
likely to receive a description of emotional response to specific forms of music 
or of visual or embodied gesture. The differences are profound and often lead 
to some of the most difficult conflicts in seminary settings. The schools in the 
Lexington Seminar often worked with this theme, engaging it in terms of 
reflection and experiential learning.
 Integration and formation issues. One direct element of facing the 
adaptive challenge of what constitutes authenticity grows out of differing 
understandings of what constitutes “integration” or “formation” for our stu-
dents. Several schools in the Lexington Seminar focused their work on this 
question, Bethel Seminary and United Theological Seminary in particular. 
One of the more painful conflicts arises here between what a faculty under-
stands as integration, and what students see that term conveying. Some of the 
conflict is developmental in nature, and both of these schools have developed 
substantial processes for engaging the developmental growth they seek to 
support in their students.30 
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 Other faculties have found themselves divided on the definitions of these 
words, and many of the Lexington Seminar projects used project funds to 
create retreats and other settings in which theological faculties could seek 
to understand the many ways in which they defined these terms, and then 
sought to teach toward such practices.31

 Time stress. Teachers and students alike agree that time is a crucial element 
of authentic practice; time for adequate experience, time for appropriate reflec-
tion, time for serious study. Indeed, one overwhelming impression upon reading 
the Lexington Seminar project files is that schools simply wanted to duplicate the 
Lexington Seminar process by providing time for their faculty to have generative 
conversations in more nurturing contexts than is typical for seminary faculties.
 Here the challenge for authenticity is perhaps most explicitly about having 
the time and space necessary to support authentic practice. As noted early in 
this essay, teaching is no longer understood primarily as a process of deliver-
ing content, but learning how to focus on content within relational structures 
is not something most faculty have much experience with. Creating room for 
the reflection and learning that leads to appropriate change takes deep trust; 
developing such trust takes real time, and time is in short supply at most 
seminaries. As the narratives from Church Divinity School of the Pacific and 
General Theological Seminary make clear, this is a very pointed challenge.32

 Media shifts. Finally, while no school’s project focused only, or even pri-
marily, on media shifts in the surrounding cultural contexts (cf. Campbell’s 
work on “networked religion”), there were elements of these shifts present 
across many of the narratives and reports. From the student in Wesley’s narra-
tive who was surfing the net while in a lecture, to the student who refused to 
check her on-campus mailbox at Church Divinity School of the Pacific, to the 
faculty member at Luther who loosed his blunt comment to the whole faculty 
email list, rather than to the specific colleague to whom he intended it to go, 
media shifts in communicative practice are present throughout the teaching/
learning landscape. The presenting dilemma may be one of attention—to what 
does one “pay” one’s attention?—but the underlying challenge is rooted in 
epistemological shifts that form around issues of authenticity.33

The adaptive challenge of agency
 In many ways, considering questions of authority leads directly to issues 
of authenticity, and those questions, in turn, lead to issues of agency, of how 
to put into practice what seminaries are about. Indeed, the issue is even more 
bluntly one of to what end are seminaries educating their graduates?
 When faculties were drawn primarily from people who grew up within 
their respective denominations, going to school together, entering the pas-
torate together, going back to graduate school, returning to the seminary as 
faculty where they began as students, agency was not a very visible concern. 
There was a clear process by which people moved along a career path, and 
there was often tight relationality between the seminary and the communi-
ties of faith that seminary graduates led. Funding structures reinforced that 
close relationship, with churches and denominations largely footing the bill of 
pastor training, and thus receiving back from the seminaries trained pastors 
who entered as church members sent them.
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 All of these structures are shifting and changing in ways that are not 
always evident and toward ends not always clearly defined. In addition, indi-
vidual faculty face all manner of difficult questions in relation to agency across 
the seasons of their teaching life. Early in one’s career, agency often focuses 
on developing a focus of study that can be made one’s own, while later in the 
process, the focus might be more on integration across disciplines.34

 Structural shifts. Many of the school reports in the Lexington Seminar 
databank speak of the dramatic shifts schools have faced over several decades 
as the cultural role of “pastor” has shifted, with fewer people wanting to enter 
that role and fewer churches existing to fund and call pastors. Several of the 
schools have faced abrupt structural shifts, moving either away from the uni-
versities to which they were originally attached (as at Phillips Theological 
Seminary) or toward university connections (as at Trinity Evangelical Divin-
ity School, Palmer Theological Seminary, and Bethel Seminary)—a trend that 
has only intensified in the years since the Seminar concluded. These shifts 
have dramatically changed the structural contexts in which faculty teach, 
often shifting incentive systems either toward more academic scholarship or 
away from it into church practice. In both cases it is the shift that is difficult, 
the change which requires new practices of teaching. Where once one’s role 
was to preach effectively and teach students how to do so, now preaching pro-
fessors may face pressure to publish in scholarly journals, or vice versa. The 
adaptive challenge here becomes one of understanding how one is to practice 
one’s vocation as teacher in a context in which the very ground has shifted. If 
previously one’s worth and practice as a teacher was substantially reinforced 
by frequent pulpit supply across the church, and now one’s worth and prac-
tice rests on guild recognition, how does that complicate or support what you 
do in the classroom? Or, similarly, if previously one’s worth and practice was 
directly linked to the guild’s reception of one’s research, but now there are 
explicit incentives for impacting the church more directly, how do you adapt 
to such a change?
 Graduate vocational outcomes. Underlying and in many ways under-
scoring the structural challenge is the shifting nature of student bodies in 
theological education. Increasingly, students come from a diversity of back-
grounds and previous preparation and are heading toward not simply pulpit 
ministries but a vast assortment of extended pastoral ministry settings. Here 
the teaching challenge is not simply discerning how a tradition needs to be 
represented, but in what ways students are to be prepared to lead within that 
tradition.
 Similarly, as more and more students are drawn toward MA pro-
grams—many of which are much shorter and do not require the same kinds 
of candidacy elements demanded of MDiv programs—faculties find them-
selves having to struggle with ways to adequately differentiate their teaching. 
A class on the Pauline correspondence, for instance, may contain students 
with fluency in koine Greek and an interest in moving toward doctoral-level 
work, while at the same time containing students who are passionate about 
supporting ministries with youth and who have little attention for original 
languages—and these are just the MA students. Most seminaries do not have 



Mary Hess

79

large enough faculties to support courses that are specialized to fit specific 
master’s degree programs but, instead, must field courses that fit the needs of 
multiple degree programs. Schools as diverse as Gordon Conwell Theological 
Seminary, Lutheran Theological Seminary at Gettysburg, General Theological 
Seminary, Bethel Seminary, and Luther Seminary are all facing this specific 
challenge.
 Media shifts. Here again, media shifts in communicative practice become 
relevant. A teacher who learned how to teach through lecturing can find it 
very difficult to learn how to teach in online environments. A teacher who 
is most comfortable using an overhead projector suddenly feels stifled and 
overwhelmed by a mandatory shift to a digital projector. A teacher used to 
providing evaluation feedback upon a hard copy of a student paper now 
finds herself or himself using electronic commenting tools to offer feedback. A 
teacher who circulates small group work across multiple groups in one hour 
of classtime, now feels herself forced to spend hours reading small group 
responses on a web-based course platform, just to stay in touch. It is easy to 
become caught up in these difficulties, but the real challenge is not primarily 
the technical one (how to use a specific piece of equipment), but rather the 
adaptive one of discerning how to be most effective, how to practice teaching 
in these shifting cultural contexts, how best to have agency as a teacher in a 
learning community. 

Effective responses

 The challenges raised are difficult and perduring, but the Lexington 
Seminar schools have been enormously creative and innovative in their 
responses to these challenges, and it is to those responses that I turn now. 
Perhaps the first and most important conclusion to share is that all three of 
these adaptive challenges—questions of authority, issues of authenticity, 
dilemmas of agency—are often interwoven in complex ways. The schools in 
the Lexington Seminar who have best met such challenges have sought, wher-
ever possible, to do so in ways that meet multiple purposes, that draw on 
existing institutional pressures, and that provide multiple opportunities for 
engagement. Hence, over and over throughout the reports, successful schools 
note that the Lexington Seminar arrived at an important moment—just as they 
were also embarking on a self-study for accreditation, or had decided to revise 
their curriculum, or were being joined to a larger university. 
 Three overarching strategies stand out, and we’ll consider specific 
instances within each. In engaging questions of authority, schools have found 
it most effective to dig into their institutional histories and founding docu-
ments to trace solutions to authority challenges that draw on institutional 
DNA in creative ways, often reframing what had been intractable debates. 
In responding to challenges of authenticity, schools implemented a series of 
steps that might overall be termed reflective practice. And in confronting chal-
lenges of agency, the schools concluded that challenges must be understood 
as cultural in scope, and thus any interventions must also be cultural in nature.
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Reframing authority through drawing on institutional DNA
 When it comes to questions of authority, teachers in the Lexington Seminar 
schools have found a number of creative ways to respond to the adaptive 
challenge embedded in authority that draw on the institutional DNA of their 
schools for effectiveness.35

 Learning-centered and/or problem-based pedagogies. One method has 
been to make very explicit changes in overall pedagogical strategies. Palmer 
Theological Seminary, for instance, has systematically shifted its entire institu-
tional focus toward learning-centered pedagogies.36 Drawing on the “Baptist 
DNA” of its mission statement—“the Whole Gospel for the Whole World 
through Whole Persons”—the seminary has developed a list of learning 
outcomes it prepares its students to accomplish. This list drives everything 
in learning at the seminary—from the development of overall curriculum, 
to specific assignments in individual courses. Such a shift makes transpar-
ent the expectations the school has for the learning the students will engage 
and at the same time both requires and affords the faculty an opportunity 
to assess to what extent their teaching indeed leads to such outcomes. The 
need to reframe their curricular work in a way that very explicitly focused 
on “whole persons” was particularly important for this shift in pedagogy, as 
faculty began to discover that their previous modes of teaching had very little 
impact on the specific learning outcomes they sought. Other schools that are 
beginning to implement learning-outcome-based practices include Lutheran 
Theological Seminary at Philadelphia; Methodist Theological School in Ohio; 
Luther Seminary’s children, youth, and family program; and United Theologi-
cal Seminary.
 Yet another shift in pedagogical strategy comes under the title of “problem-
based learning.”37 Few schools have been able to make the kind of whole-scale 
move that Palmer Theological Seminary has made, but many have chosen 
to use the Lexington Seminar to bring such ideas to their faculties through a 
variety of workshops and retreats.
 Shifts in feedback and evaluation for students. The Methodist Theologi-
cal School in Ohio began its Lexington Seminar project by describing faculty 
concern with their current processes of grading student papers. In the course 
of several retreats and a large project involving statistical self-study and 
further research, that faculty began to reflect back on the historical roots of 
their institution. Their memories of the innovative educational leaders who 
founded Methesco inspired them to rethink their strategies for evaluating 
student work. Rather than simply rewriting their grading policy, they sought 
to invite students to become more active learners. They have created a system 
in which students receive a paragraph evaluation from every course that they 
take. These evaluations, in turn, are gathered and read by student advisors and 
form the basis of a midprogram assessment that comes shortly after students 
complete their first full year complement of courses. Faculty are frequently 
invited when considering the broad group of students, to note any who ought 
to receive developmental support of some kind. While the process may seem 
cumbersome—and indeed, in one way requires more direct engagement with 
student evaluation than did their previous system—it is a process the faculty 
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has received as being worth more than the extra work it creates. As it draws 
deeply on founding goals for the institution, it has also drawn the faculty 
members more closely together in renewing their commitment to being an 
intellectual resource for their whole region. Students, in turn, have clear and 
precise information on how they are—or are not—progressing through the 
curriculum, along with specific resources for improving their progress.38

 Make explicit faculty positions on disputed issues. One of the more dif-
ficult elements of disputes over authority has been the shifting interpretations 
and understandings that arise as schools seek to reform and renew their 
founding commitments. Many of the Lexington Seminar schools wrote narra-
tives and developed projects that ended up engaging—whether intentionally 
or not—previously tacit conflicts among faculty over competing interpreta-
tions of such commitments. As faculties diversify—denominational faculties, 
for instance, often now have members from other churches—complications 
arise over how to teach in settings in which there is not faculty agreement.39 
Luther Seminary’s narrative, for instance, used the metaphor of a supertanker 
to talk about how a change in direction began long ago and only becomes 
visible now.
 Many of the Lexington Seminar schools found themselves using their 
projects to explore more deeply such conflicts, ultimately leading to faculty 
learning to “teach the conflict” more effectively than simply delivering their 
own position in isolation. Such a process required the development of faculty 
trust.

Implementing reflective practice
 One of the more powerful strategies for engaging the adaptive chal-
lenge posed by shifting notions of authenticity is that of reflective practice. 
Indeed, the very concept of adaptive challenge is met in the literature with 
corresponding work on the development of reflective practice.40 If there is one 
overwhelming similarity throughout the Lexington Seminar reports, it is the 
experience of schools seeking to create more room for generative reflection. 
 The Lexington Seminar process of engaging groups of faculty members 
in extended conversation over school narratives and then providing suffi-
cient, even generous space for relaxation and reflection, was nearly universally 
experienced as generative. School after school wrote projects that sought to rep-
licate, in some way, the process of the Lexington Seminar. Most of the schools 
developed retreats that were held off site at more comfortable places than were 
usually accessible for the schools. Some schools translated the retreat format 
into multiple special dinner engagements, and others used project funds to 
provide release time for specific faculty to do reseach on behalf of the whole.
 Yet reflective practice is not simply, or even solely, about faculty members 
reflecting on their own vocations within theological education (although that 
is, in itself, a laudable enterprise).41 It also has very specific elements within 
the process of supporting learning. Much has been written about reflective 
practice in teaching contexts, but here are several elements created by Lexing-
ton Seminar schools.
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Developing portfolio processes
 Several schools have either begun, or further refined, a portfolio process 
of development and assessment with their students. United Theological Semi-
nary’s narrative, for instance, expressed deep frustration with its then current 
process of an integrative exam. It has since developed a multilevel process that 
has students keeping an integrative notebook, writing a spiritual chronicle, 
and participating in lunchtime forums in which faculty members share their 
own spiritual journeys. These elements are then, in turn, added to the portfo-
lio that students keep over the course of their time in the degree program.42

 Implementing critical reflection processes. Faculty members at Palmer 
Theological Seminary have built into all of their courses and highlighted on 
their syllabi a variety of reflection practices that help students and faculty to 
stay clearly focused on the learning outcomes the school intends and, in the 
process, to develop and shape critical reflection capabilities. 
 Another example growing out of the Lexington Seminar comes from the 
faculty at Luther Seminary who have instituted the use of the critical incident 
inquiry form in their classes. This process, developed by Stephen Brookfield, 
asks students to reflect on their experiences within a class session in terms of 
engagement, distance, affirmation, confusion, and surprise.43 Their responses 
are then, in turn, summarized by the professor who reflects on her or his own 
learning from the process. 
 Inviting faith journeys into public storying. Many school faculties found 
themselves first in retreats, and then later in more public contexts, sharing 
and learning from one another’s stories of journeys in faith. United Theologi-
cal Seminary, for instance, implemented a series of lunch time discussions in 
which faculty members shared their own stories. As one faculty member put 
it: “our students always knew we had faith, they just didn’t have any idea 
what that meant!” In several instances at other schools, emeriti faculty were 
invited back to share their own stories, and these stories, in turn, were placed 
in the context of the institutional history—directly exposing, and in some 
cases reclaiming, institutional DNA that had been lost or forgotten.

Recognizing and shaping cultural interventions
 The strongest message coming through the Lexington Seminar schools 
with regard to the adaptive challenge involved with agency and teaching is 
the recognition that schools are undergoing profound cultural changes, and 
those changes require explicitly cultural responses.44 Many of the schools 
remarked upon the need to shift practices in relation to pedagogy, and those 
changes needed to be system-wide—explicit interventions in school culture. 
Hence, in many cases, there was need to draw upon institutional DNA and to 
build change into existing dynamics.
 Over and over again schools wrote about the gift of the Lexington Seminar 
being the gift of time and reflection to layer over and under and around exist-
ing pressures and assignments. Many of the schools were in some part of the 
reaccreditation process—either embarking on a self-study or having just con-
cluded one and thinking about its implications. The project afforded them the 
time and space necessary to be more present to such processes than they had 
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been able to be in the past. Other schools were in some place on the spec-
trum with relation to curriculum revision, and the Lexington Seminar gave 
them needed motivation as well as concrete conceptual frameworks (often, 
the writing of the narrative) in which to engage deep questions of mission and 
goals.
 Faculty reflection on teaching and learning. I’ve already mentioned the 
extent to which time for faculty reflection proved essential in most of the 
Lexington Seminar projects. Faculties facing teaching challenges often resort 
to the “technical fix” of curriculum revision, rather than the deeper work 
of engaging teaching dilemmas. Prominent in the task of doing that deeper 
work is the development of sufficient trust on a faculty’s part to engage in real 
reflection on the issue at hand. Faculty retreats—emphasis on the word retreat 
rather than recreating work in another setting—are one key element Lexington 
Seminar schools found useful. Recognizing that cultural intervention requires 
active engagement in a specific faculty culture—which can mean, in this era of 
faculty retirements, creation of a faculty culture—leads to recommending that 
schools find ways to regularly honor faculty reflection on teaching and learn-
ing issues. Faculty retreats are one source of such time, but so, too, are faculty 
reflection groups, peer collaboration projects, and so on. 
 Restructuring faculty divisions. One of the more dramatic ways in which 
Lexington Seminar schools have responded to the teaching/learning challenge 
of reconfiguring issues of agency in a school culture has been by restructuring 
the ways in which their faculties convene. Marianne Winkelmes once wrote 
that “seminary classrooms are perhaps the single most important and most 
feasible place for formation to occur,” and several schools have taken that 
assertion very seriously and sought to embed integrative work directly in the 
structuring of faculty practice.45

 Bethel Seminary, for instance, completely reshaped how its faculty reg-
ularly convene from what were more typical divisions into three centers of 
learning: the Center for Biblical and Theological Foundations, the Center for 
Transformational Leadership, and the Center for Spiritual and Personal For-
mation. Each center has its own associate dean, who is in turn responsible for 
leading the various elements of the curriculum and shaping their accountabil-
ity structures. Clearly Bethel is quite large as an institution, and this structure 
make sense for them, where it would not for a smaller school. The point, 
however, is not the specific configuration but rather the effort to reshape, 
structurally and particularly in terms of accountability, the main elements of 
its curriculum. 
 Sharing syllabi. Perhaps a more manageable, smaller first step can be seen 
across many of the schools in their efforts to reflect in shared ways upon their 
course syllabi. Many of the Lexington Seminar projects included sessions in 
which faculty members shared syllabi and reflected on the teaching/learning 
challenges they were facing. One particularly interesting example of a way 
to systematize such reflection is in place at Palmer Theological Seminary, 
where every faculty member files his or her course syllabi a couple of weeks 
in advance of the first course meeting with the library director. This practice 
arose in part because doing so allowed the library director to ensure that the 
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library collection had adequate resources for specific course goals, but it has 
grown into an opportunity for the library director to reflect in formative ways 
with the faculty (rather than in summative, employment evaluation terms) 
on the scope and sequence of what is being taught at the seminary. Thus the 
specific action—reflecting on course syllabi—has become a part of the larger 
culture and structures of the seminar.
 Hiring practices. One additional element of cultural change in seminary 
faculties was frequently mentioned in follow-up interviews in relation to 
school reports: changing the composition of the faculty. Several schools spoke 
of how important hiring people into the faculty who had specific commitments 
to teaching was, and how much they have changed their job descriptions to 
reflect their hiring goals. Palmer Theological Seminary, for instance, is lately 
only hiring faculty who are at least bilingual, if not multilingual. Bethel Semi-
nary requires faculty to teach across various platforms—teaching in regular 
classrooms, in distributed online classrooms, in their various geographically 
disparate classrooms, and so on. Luther Seminary includes a sentence about 
“teaching in an innovative learning environment” in all of its position descrip-
tions. Several other schools that are working on issues of diversity in regard to 
deconstructing racism also noted the importance of changing faculty culture 
through hiring when such opportunities arise.

Conclusions

 Theological schools are facing enormous amounts of adaptive challenge. 
The boundaries of such challenges are messy, the parameters for change 
ambiguous, and the marks of success elusive. Nevertheless the Lexington 
Seminar schools found multiple ways to engage these challenges, and their 
experiences point toward paths for other schools to try. To recapitulate briefly, 
those challenges within teaching and learning—at least as identified by the 
forty-four schools that participated—include questions of shifting authority, 
struggles over what constitutes authenticity, and the need to reshape faculty 
and student practices around agency. In engaging these adaptive challenges of 
authority, authenticity, and agency, the schools drew on three primary strate-
gies. First, they worked wherever possible to draw in fruitful ways on the 
institutional DNA of their schools. Second, they sought to implement reflec-
tive practice in a multitude of ways across their school’s teaching and learning 
contexts.46 And third, they kept in mind the profoundly cultural nature of the 
challenges, and thus built into their strategies responses that took seriously 
the entirety of the learning environment. 
 Considered in light of the broader literature on teaching and learning, 
these schools have accomplished remarkable change. Lee Shulman has out-
lined a series of principles that characterize communities of learners:

The subject-matter content to be learned is generative . . .
The learner is an active agent in the process . . . 
The learner not only behaves and thinks, but can “go meta”—

that is, can reflectively turn around on his/her own thought 
and action . . .
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There is collaboration among learners . . .
Teachers and students share a passion for the material . . .
The process or activity, reflection and collaboration are sup-

ported, legimated, and nurtured within a community or 
culture . . .47

There is a striking degree of similarity between this list and the “authority, 
authenticity, agency” elements of the work of the Lexington Seminar schools. 
Many of these schools have been quite successful in forming communities of 
learning, and the Shulman principles suggest further directions in which they 
can continue to grow. And that, of course, is the hope and promise of the 
Lexington Seminar more generally: that theological schools can continue to 
grow and learn as they face the many challenges of the contexts they inhabit. 
Unfortunately, the landscape and environment of theological education at the 
moment does not privilege the formation of communities of learners. In some 
ways the pressures of our time push in the precise opposite direction—toward 
fragmentation, “each school on its own,” and faculty competition rather than 
collaboration. It is my profound hope that by lifting up once again the findings 
of the Lexington Seminar, faculties and their institutions will be encouraged to 
turn again to the necessary work of living into these challenges and growing 
to “love the questions.”48

Mary Hess is associate professor of educational leadership at Luther Seminary. From 
2005 to 2008 she participated in the Lexington Seminar Academic Leadership Men-
toring Project.
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