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Amidst the rapidly changing socio-economic contexts, the uncertain scenario in politics and the various trends developing in churches, the theological education in India defines its path. There are challenges from the society, more steps needed to pursue advancement in the methods of education and many questions to be answered in terms of specific objectives of training. Mission of a theological institution is the mission of God; it is the mission of God’s church. This ‘mission’, as used here, transcends worship, evangelism, teaching, social service, liberation activities and everything concerned with the human life. What is the upshot of theological education if it does not exist for the church and its mission? Are we practically successful in assisting the students as they move on in their transformational journey in the training? Is there a healthy incorporation between the academic input and the social interaction for the students and the professors? Does the curriculum perfectly blend with the stated objectives of theological education itself? 

We contend that theology as an educational discipline is more than a set of theories; it requires reflection, envisions transformation and facilitates action whether in terms of individuals, believing communities or the wider world. Education transforms. Theological education’s transforming task should reach at least three aspects of a person’s life: academic (intellectual), personal (moral & spiritual) and ministerial / missiological (vocational). While a general evaluation of theological education may culminate in stating that the situation is steadily developing as far as the facilities, course materials and number of theological institutions are concerned, a closer scrutiny can reveal a number of set backs in the whole structure and process of the practice. We, therefore, will look into a few areas of significance in this discussion. 

RELATING THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION TO THE CHURCH

The number of theological institutions that have no qualified faculty, no measures of accountability to any board of education, no specialized curriculum for various courses offered and no yearly revision of curriculum is still high despite all efforts of development made by individual colleges and national or international affiliation agencies. According to Jeyaraj “…Some of these seminaries are neither related to churches nor missions.”
 We realize that the foundational objective of any theological education unit must be to assist the church to help her in the task of liberating people by teaching and making disciples and hence promoting the kingdom of God. The Lausanne slogan echoes, “the whole church taking the whole gospel to the whole world”. Lack of quality people in many local church situations especially in the field of Counselling, Christian Education, Social work and evangelism, has definite consequences on the mission of the church in this world. This raises questions at the kind f training we have today in theological colleges. May be, the call is to partnership and mutuality. But is it possible in our contexts?

Theology is to serve the church to help towards education which is the primary mission of the church.
 For Nicholls, “Bible Colleges and Seminaries need to take their programs to the churches, as well as churches need to move closer together and to integrate their discipling programs. It is a call to integrate their respective visions.”
 According to him, the faculty of Seminaries should periodically get refreshed in their evangelistic and pastoral skills by associating with the church. An example is drawn from Korea where “most teachers in the theological Seminaries are expected to pastor a church alongside their fulltime teaching responsibilities.”
 While this can be a deeply reflective and hence productive practice, the dangers in this approach in some contexts may be that either it promotes diverted attention or it might place heavy burden upon faculty, who eventually might choose to neglect one to help the other. However, it is true that many theological Institutions are struggling for faculty with ministerial experience and scholarship. Cheesman stated, “The Bible College teaching staff are increasingly required to perform at the highest level academically; and to be members of their specialist subjects institutes or associations; to conduct research to satisfy the accrediting University; to write books to increase the prestige of the college; and to tutor students academically at the very highest level. Such pressure has made it harder for them to concentrate on the student’s personal spiritual lives and has made it harder for the college to find such men and women as staff, who have the academic ability and reputation plus pastoral skills and inclinations”
 Professionalism and a ‘job oriented thinking’ creeps to theological Institutions with its weakening effect as far as mission/evangelism is concerned and it is one of the main reasons for ineffectiveness in training. 

In many theological institutions, the role of the church is limited to officially sponsoring or supporting the student’s training. There is much more, that can be and ought to be done. If theological colleges are serious about preparing and equipping their students for ministry in the context of the church, they must work much more closely with the church than is typically the case today. Church’s role begins with in the selection of candidates. It is in the context of the church that those who have been called to ministry are identified and encouraged to respond to God’s call (Acts13: 1-3). When that happens, the entire process of training and equipping for ministry becomes a central concern of the church. In contrast, what happens at present is that even the recommendation letters that the theological Institutions depends on for its processing of applications are filled in so carelessly, that they become virtually useless. The theological institutions have the right, indeed the duty, to insist that the church take its responsibility even at the point of interview more seriously and must be willing to share the task with the institution. This will happen, only when there is on-going dialogue between church and institution. When the local congregation manifests interest in each stage and every aspect of the training of their candidate, the value of the training will greatly improve.

The role of the church does not get over by the graduation of its candidate. Because any institution that is serious about its task will place a lot of value on feedback from the mission/ministry field. It is this feedback that will provide the necessary data to assess whether the training being offered by the institution is actually what the context and situation demands. In Wintle’s perspective, “The relationship between church and college is necessarily a close one of interaction, dialogue and cooperation. It is this relationship that justifies the description of the theological college as the ‘hand-maid of the church.’”
 The purpose of theological education is to enable the church to serve God’s people in this world. “The function of theological education has to be oriented towards equipping all church members for the ministry in various forms, and the professional ordained ministry is one of these forms.”
 Theological education for the laity (youth, women, children, employees…) has to become a major concern for the Seminaries whether by extension education programs or establishing local training schools giving evening classes, Saturday classes etc.).Therefore, we hold that the church forms the locus of theological reflection. Boyd said, “anyone of any religion or of none can study theology: but true Christian theology can be made only by people in whose lives Jesus Christ is the decisive factor”
 Agreeing to this wrote Bakiaraj,  “It is for this reason theology is said to be born and nurtured in the church”
. Theological institutions, therefore, need to seriously review the manner in which they associate with church and facilitate its mission.  

INTEGRATION OF ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE AND LEARNING FROM SOCIAL, MISSIONAL INTERACTIONS

The term ‘academic excellence’ requires a fresh definition than its traditional sense of scoring the best marks in exams and the student being most receptive of all what teachers say. The pursuit of objective knowledge is discursive which can only promote individuation and all associated feelings of selfishness. Genuine formation necessarily not only involves a great investment of time but also calls for a face to face confrontation with reality that can form the basis for rethinking one’s attitude and hence alter behaviour.”
 Natraj Guru’s World Education Manifesto contained this thought.
 To make education transformational, it has to be practiced through love for the fellow beings. Formation to life towards the will of God is the goal and it cannot be undertaken in isolation from the realities of human life or through active involvement in mission. 
The Second Vatican Council had lamented over the divorce between faith and life as “one of the greatest errors of our time”. GS-43. The theological educators in India are to do away with that dangerous error by promoting the social interaction of every student. “If the immediate aim of theological knowledge is transformation, its intermediate objective is altruistic service. Theological education is education for others”
 affirms the Caribbean scholar Dieumeme Noelliste. 

What influences the student is the life style and values of the teacher. Therefore, Seminary professors are to take up the challenge of integrating academics and social and missional involvement in their own life. Living and learning from the real life situations of people will surely entail other tasks of initiating discussions, reflections and better action plans. It is then, education becomes most meaningful. A teacher joining the students on practical missions has terrific effects on the formation of the students. The Arul Kadal Seminary in Chennai is said to have followed a model of training which they called ‘the immersion experience’ that is, “to be rooted in a context or in a place with its people and to be aware of the movement of the spirit of God and listen to Him in that context”
 The motto of the ACTS Institute in Bangalore, “work, worship and witness” suggests an integrated education of theology and practice where personal formation through involvement is the focus. Theories should be learnt and experienced in the context with all the struggles and pains involved and this type of education brings out reflective practitioners. Our theological system need to do critical self-evaluation to see if we are practically incorporating this element in our training.  

TRANSFORMING THE PATTERN OF THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION PRACTICALLY  
Theological education is not merely an information process rather it is a transformation path. Sadly, instead of holistic transformation of the person, education today limits itself to career focuses. For theological education field this may mean, producing some ‘poojarees’ for specialized ‘karmas’ in the temple of God. “The seminaries struggle to provide respectable degrees with adequate academic content incorporating the best in theological scholarship around the world… the current seminary programmes are in the end forced to opt for higher academic content and degree orientation. Ministerial formation is expected to be a by-product.”
 While the ministry within the church being a significant aspect of education, theological educators are in ominous compulsion to promote transformation of the whole person by introducing first hand mission experiences in addressing forms of social and economic injustice and making attempts for peace and welfare in the society. Ruth Faisan Selan is of opinion that ‘intentional socialization’ results in attitudinal changes.
 Such a holistic emphasis cannot be replaced by anything else as far as theological education is concerned. Its curriculum should be born out of the encounter of the Gospel message with the problems of the society and the student should not only acquire knowledge but also develop proficiency in ministry skills. Character formation and vision building from the needs of the contexts are two sides of the coin. 

Woods talks about the model of a seminary in Pennsylvania that offers a curriculum that integrates learning experiences in a local church internship with the help of two supervisors from the local church simultaneously with the academic exercises undertaken with the help of faculty advisors in the seminary. Woods adds, “All the students are required to participate because changes (transformation) in attitudes, values and personalities are generally learned through association with others in relationships and mentoring.”
 The danger often occurs is to have the student entangled by nonstop reading and writing assignments and meanwhile others are placed in the ministries on their behalf. This however will not pave way for the action- reflection pattern in theological education. Wingate uses the term mission in its broader sense to include “such spheres as interfaith dialogue, evangelism, social work, working for social change, indigenization of the church and its worship.”
 The famous practice of Guru – Sishya relation in the process of learning has always been understood as a very powerful method. An ideal that made ancient Indian educational system more effective was the intimate relationship that a teacher and a student was initiated by a religio-moral ceremony called ‘upanayana’ meaning ‘leading near (to the guru).’
  

Theological education should be the transformational means to the learners as far as the missiological challenges are concerned. According to Saphir Athyal, “there is no theological inquiry that is not missiological in its basic concern, relevance and application. But something has gone radically wrong with our theology. To us theology became more an academic luxury of the intellectual elite of the church, rather than a missiological task”.
 Transformation occurs only when the students are provided with opportunities to relate theological education to the real problems of the people around them. It is only through their own experiences they develop skills to face challenges, to suggest creative solutions to issues and to mobilize others to actions. How to enhance this missional focus in every dimension of training has to be assessed by individual institutions. 
CLOSER SCRUTINY OF THE CURRICULUM 
Do our theological education equip men and women who are committed to mission or are we moving towards some other direction? Will our students be criticized for their poor knowledge of the Scripture and their own contexts of mission? Why there are ethical lapses as many of them work in a team and under a leadership? Does our training curriculum or method have any responsibility in all these? When theological institutions failed to stay related with the mounting need for mission across the nation, there were alternatives employed by mission agencies.  Dasan Jeyaraj records, “Many missionary institutions came to existence as they felt that the theological schools were unable to produce the needed missionaries. Some others felt that those who trained theologically were unwilling to go as missionaries.”
 We may have to inspect our curriculum with respect to this. Sadly in many theological institutions, the curriculum happens to appear just on paper with no effect on practice. According to Hedlund, “Theological Institutions in India apparently are not geared to train candidates for missionary vocation, for none has a mission curriculum and courses offered tend to be too general. Academic type courses are the rule; practical courses are either excluded or are sandwiched into the schedule as optionals.”
 Curriculum is much more than a basic list of courses. Educational curricula that are unrelated to the context and incapable of developing the skills of learners in identifying the right issues and facing them in the appropriate manner are ineffective. “Bible, theology and missionary principles are learnt in most cases. But most seminary graduates lack anthropological insights and cross cultural communication techniques.”
 Here is the significance of ‘involvement’. What is our understanding of the mission of the church? William Temple is quoted by Stott
 thus, “The church is the only cooperative society that exists for the benefit of the non-members.” 
Therefore, the training should enable a student to practice to be the light of the world and salt of the earth. “Developing a curriculum is primarily a responsibility of the faculty, but we should also desire input from those in the pews who are interested in theological education.”
 Education must bring in transformation, which is not possible without incorporating practical training as part of the curriculum. Because it is through experience, they best understand the lessons. Mission involvement helps to build up confidence, to make meaningful theological reflections and also to witness a great measure of spiritual formation in a student. It is a firm conviction in education that ‘involvement challenges our life style’.
 
However, curriculum design is not the end task; it is the beginning. Teachers and students should be part of the practical ministry just as they work together during the classroom learning. It does not appear an easily acceptable recommendation but it can prove itself powerful enough to exert the influence of Gurukul system of education, rather than the formation of character education largely tend to the mere passing on of information. There is a growing need of inculcating value orientation in the curriculum. According to Robinson, “In theological Colleges, we have to recapture some of the neglected practices of the past such as prayer, meditation, daily Bible study and also discover new ways and means of imparting life-affirming values and effecting the new creation in the inner-space of every candidate for ministry.”
 “if we are not interested in periodic curriculum revision in order to make changes appropriate to the present day situation, we run the risk of failing to keep up with the process of change of our continent.”
 Curriculum also has to be contextually relevant and flexible enough to cater to the specific ministry needs of the student community. The hurdle before many institutions is the way in which they should train and orient their faculty to take up this challenge efficiently.  
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE MISSION OF THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION

Some institutions insist that their candidates have some supervised ministerial experience even before they begin their theological studies. Perhaps, the best way to do this is for the church to provide the context and the seminary works out the supervision and its guidelines. Such missional experience or ministry internship component will have value only if the trainees work alongside or accompany experienced pastor-teachers or missionaries, under whom they develop theological and practical skills. This, we hope will provide the best way to learn through the interaction of experience, reflection and further action. This goes in line with today’s preference of ‘training in ministry’ to ‘training for ministry’. Some also contend that soldiers are not made in classrooms but in the battlefield. Jesus’ training methods included having the disciples with him while he himself ministered and taught, interacting with them, sending them out to do what he had been doing, periods of ‘debriefing’ and reflection, and further interaction and discussion. The times that they actually spent apart from the crowds were brief periods of prayer and reflection. 

We are obliged to liberate our own contexts of theological education from their legalistic way of functioning that hinder the effectiveness of training in many respects. We need to design the courses much more carefully to cater the needs of the people being trained to serve the needs of their contexts. As discussed above, emphasis should be given to formal, non-formal, and informal education (head, heart and hands). Breaking down unproductive traditions and futile practices in training, we must develop under God’s guidance into institutions that help build up the church of God and move with God’s heart for mission.
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