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Theological education in India today can be proud of its development over the years as it is able to stand on its own foot with commitment to high standards of academic excellence, competent consultants and faculty, facilities to offer higher education including doctoral programs and infrastructure to accommodate national and international students who seek academic excellence and ministerial formation. However, despite the advanced technologies employed in teaching, availability of internationally reputed members on faculty and the best possible academic orientation, many theological institutions in India today agree on the alarming need for an evaluation of their training practice in its entirety. There are theological institutions that remain merely on ‘survival focus’, with no much commitment to the stated objectives. Identifying the danger in the proliferation of independent institutions, Dasan Jeyaraj writes, “Many of them are run by family members. Syllabus, curriculum, entry and teaching requirements, granting of degree and the training of students depends upon their wish and will. The flow of western money is a major motivating factor for such institutions to thrive and sustain.”
 No periodical assessment of training methods, no revision of course materials, no incorporation of even the basic communication technologies, no social involvement and no effective measures to evaluate the outcome of the training – all these characterize some training environments, leading to absolute chaos in the philosophy and practice of theological training.  

The unsafe gulf between the fields of theology and mission; theological institutions and church, and the objectives and outcome of training exists in varying measures and patterns. This observation is no novelty as scholars have been seriously dealing with these gaps for a long while, and have come up with suggestions and implications for new paradigms in theological education. This paper aims to put forth some basic remedial procedures that together will facilitate theological institutions in their commitment to excellence in academic, ministerial and personal formation of students. Accepting the fact that a good number of Colleges and Seminaries are already following a few or in some cases even most of what is presented here, this attempt has been made thoughtfully, believing that there are a considerable number of institutions yet to recognize these insights and practices in their contexts. Following are a few areas of potential self-evaluation of theological training in view of the above stated concerns. 

PERIODICAL REVISION OF CURRICULUM

Curriculum is a Latin word meaning ‘the race course’ or a runway which one takes to reach the goal. However, according to Chaube, “The curriculum should not be such that it does not allow any change when there is a need for it.”
 Theological curriculum must be life-oriented and mission- centered. Such a curriculum cannot be established with texts only; it requires practical involvement. As educational institutions, seminaries are obligated to evaluate, revise and contextualize their curriculum periodically. Perhaps due to the lack of this, while seeking solutions to the failures in missiological training in India, Hedlund wrote, “The solution is not to be found in theological education, which, in India at least, is also regarded a failure- largely due to its irrelevant content and impractical approach through a system imported without modification from the West.”
 A seminary that fails to recognize the role of a well-designed curriculum and to revise the curriculum, will fail to correspond to the changing needs in training and ministry. As the life situations, needs and challenges of the society keep on changing and much newer information and issues are being added daily to the field of knowledge, it is important to see the revision of curriculum as a process. There needs to be an emphasis on the holistic development of the learner- intellectual, emotional, social, spiritual and physical. Also it is recognized that the curriculum that is divorced from actual life prevents opportunities for the transfer of knowledge, skills, habits, and attitudes acquired in the classroom to real life situations. To check the effectiveness of curriculum in meeting this, there need to be intentional efforts both from the individual and corporate level. It is also important to note that sometimes the leadership may be too traditionalistic and inflexible to opt for a revision or change in the curriculum.   

Wherever attitudinal and ministerial transformation is intentionally enhanced, training proves to be highly effective. When this is absent, “Theological education, instead of liberating people, seems to enslave people, enslaved them to feelings of bitterness, anger and hostility on the basis of caste, race, color and creed, instead of uniting and empowering them, it tends to divide and weaken them.”
 Gnana Robinson also recorded that students’ agitation, hunger fast, strikes, conflicts and tensions, because of caste differences, language differences, gender differences and denominational or doctrinal differences prevail in many institutions. Discussing on the ‘Principles of Education’, Venkateswaran said, “Too often education is concerned merely with the imitation of the past, too often education stresses discipline for the sake of discipline, too often the individuality of the student is overlooked, and too often the education process is so boring and anemic that it kills our creative drives.”
 The necessity of a curriculum that helps the student not just to gain a degree, but to transform him/her for a Christ-like lifestyle echoes here. As all genuine learning is self-learning, the individual must become an active participant in the learning process. Only participation and doing facilitate effective learning.
 How far theological curriculum promotes self-learning has been an exigent question to many especially over the past two decades. If learning is interaction, as great educationists believe, our curriculum cannot fail in providing opportunities for interaction with real life situations during each academic course.  

FIELD RESEARCH PROJECTS: A PROCEDURAL ADVANCEMENT IN TRAINING

There was a time when people thought of research as a specialized activity of experts. But now the field research approach encourages practitioners to use it as an essential means of learning. Educators become more and more aware of the fact that acquiring of knowledge remains inefficient as long as it is confined to classroom learning. As a solution to this concern, field exposure as an integral part of training that calls for sufficient time for interaction with the society and follows the appropriate methodological approaches and results in reports made for further learning and discussion has been suggested. “Research sharpens thinking. It is not only during the research but much more afterwards.”
 Since the application of theology has to do with our own selves and those around us, the stated objectives of every theological course need to uphold some sort of systematic practical learning. Seminary faculty takes the role of a guide- ‘Guidance’ defined as “the assistance made available by personally qualified and adequately trained men or women to an individual of any age to manage his own activities, develop his points of views and carry his own burdens.”
 Not only at the Master’s level, but advisedly, every academic program could contain various types of field projects as part of the curriculum for the given group to take on. 

Presentation of mini project reports and the reflective exercises prove to be uniquely powerful a method of education where an essential integration takes place among Missions, Counseling, Religion, Apologetics, Ethics, Biblical Studies and so on. Therefore, to establish a balance between theory and practice, field research and reflections are fundamental. Missiological research projects should be encouraged in view of what Mcgavran said about India’s failure in missionary training. He said, “The one field of study devoted exclusively to the communication of the gospel in the non-Christian world, which ought to be the heart and purpose of Christian training, is lost when required mission subjects are deleted from the curriculum of theological institutions.”
 Research helps a student to find meaning to the ideas learnt in the classrooms, provokes thinking towards problem-solving or innovations, enables to integrate different branches of the same subject and builds confidence to take up challenges. Educational institutions that continue spoon-feeding system of teaching and those that follow methods that are outdated should be called for self-evaluation of the training. Therefore, it is advisable for both the faculty and students to take up research projects that require considerable amount of social interaction to keep their thinking relevant to the needs of the hour. 

FIELD MISSION EXPOSURE FOR STUDENTS AND FACULTY

Faculty without mission/ministry experience can knowingly or otherwise spoil the objectives with which a student joins a theological school. “The emphasis on the knowledge of God as the key concern of theological education must not be construed as an attempt to do away with the need of practical training. The knowledge of God and the practice of ministry are not antithetical.”
 With this view, mission exposure trips are advocated to enhance participatory learning and ministry commitment of students. There is also the danger of turning ‘mission trips’ to ‘tour programmes’, which sets numerous challenges to the mission agencies that welcome such endeavors and share their resources to facilitate them. This is mainly due to the lack of a properly designed curriculum in which the definite objectives and outcomes of these activities are stated well. Nevertheless, effectiveness of such trips is by and large dependent on factors such as, the duration of the visit, the orientation given to students about the expected methodological standards and learning outcomes of such an experience. At graduation, many students seem neither confident nor hopeful and some even scared to enter into the society where they are expected to render their Christian service. It would be similar to the situation of a nursing student completed the entire course only through classroom activities and never attended the sick personally. The rapid changes occurring in the society mixed with one’s lack of experience in interaction with the people around terrifies the graduates of Theological Colleges. Students feel themselves inadequate and not equipped enough to bear Christian witness in a complicated society. While churches and mission agencies point harsh criticism on graduates facing such struggles, the question of answerability might be bouncing back to the training pattern of Bible Colleges. A curriculum that lacks enough room to build bridges between the concepts and the needs of our society, make students never realize the distance between the text and the context.  

Some institutions send students for off-campus mission programs as part of the academic programme. It enables them to discover their potentials, develop interpersonal communication skills, keenness to witness Christ with full of wisdom and Spirit to people and more over to find meaning to the theology they learn from books and classes. In this context, we should also remember the significance of Seminary–Church relation or seminary-mission field association, without which the plans cannot envision any long-range achievement. Faculty joining students’ mission trips is a life-changing experience for both. Years of teaching the same courses in similar situation may make a faculty member ultimately empty- with no energy or practical core. Sabbaticals, mission trips, research projects and short breaks for written contributions will pave the way for preventing such boredom. Thoughtfully designed mission/ministry trips for the students are profound learning experiences, where the students get an opportunity to get identified themselves with the social issues first hand, confront situations, makes choices of action both individually and corporately. The presence of faculty with them as facilitators/enablers as Jesus modeled it, doubtlessly means more confidence to the students. 

LEARNING FROM ALUMNI

Institutions that attempted to explore their associations with the alumni at least once, realize the potential contribution this group can make to the long-term stability of the institution. They are invaluable resource to shape the future of a seminary with their reflections or evaluations of the contents and method of courses offered and the relevant challenges and needs in the society they serve. The reflections of an alumnus are sometimes even more effectual than the input of a hired consultant. Alumni are the ones who know the training methods of the institution and also the realities in the field of mission today. Gathering data from alumni of the past one or two decades years through surveys questionnaires or direct interviews would be an eye-opener to any educational institution as it provides answers to questions such as, ‘is our training method appropriate and adequate to equip students to bear Christian witness in the rapidly changing society of our time?’ or ‘How do the alumni evaluate the training they had gone through, in the light of the needs and challenges in their fields of ministry?’ or ‘How the course on Religion (for example) equipped with the necessary skills and information to be confident enough to face the people of other religions during their ministry?’. Closer working association with the alumni would also assist to find diverse expertise for various aspects of theological training as some of them exhibit extensive knowledge from diverse experiences in their ministry. They render their active service to the society and people around them. The effective strategies they applied successfully in a specific context can be discussed, analyzed and added to the related courses, if found applicable. Seminaries are not just educational institutions but also service agencies in our society.
 Therefore, it may not be an exaggeration that the unsurpassed human resource to help the development plans of a seminary with all sincerity is the unswerving alumni.  

FELLOWSHIP GROUPS FOR PERSONALITY DEVELOPMENT

“Models integrating objective programmes and evaluation methods alone cannot make the trainees successful and effective in ministry. We have a number of cases that were trained in such institutions and have miserably failed in the ministry and family life. Therefore, another important dimension in training is the call, vision and continuous commitment of the individual”
, states Jeyaraj from his extensive study on Models of Ministry and Training. Training in teamwork is vital in training and ministry. Unfortunately, most institutions that foster individualism, do not realize they are doing so. Unless the ‘teamwork’ or ‘community’ element is modeled within the seminary/Bible College campus, we cannot expect a return of the same from the students later in their ministry. Fellowship groups (or cell groups as some colleges term it) within the institution that nourish the personal and spiritual formation of students can do a lot for a stable start in that direction. As ministerial formation objectives apart from initiatives towards personal formation are of no much value, more than the formal classroom interaction each member of faculty is assigned to work in closer association with a specific group of students in various dimensions of training. It will help minimize the gap between the faculty and the student. However, the current trend of part-time teaching in seminaries sets the biggest challenge to this kind of intensive activities in training. The Guru-Sishya (teacher-student) system of ancient education made far reaching impact in the life of a sishya with its concept that the student learns more from the interactive situations than from the formal class room training. When the Jesus’ model of leadership is applied in fellowship groups, each individual explores the pattern of Jesus who went an extra mile with needy men, women and children, comfortably moved with and impacted people of diversity, who were sometimes disturbingly inactive/ irresponsible and never understood or even tried to know him well. A fellowship group is intended to be different from a usual get-together for prayer. Along with prayer, devotion, counseling, there are games, fun time and feasting, to leave with students lasting and memorable experiences of community life and personal development nurtured in the seminary. It is expected to build confidence in the student, give counsel as needed, help the student to know for sure the call of God in life, motivate them to focus and grow in their vision and provide spiritual, physical and mental care and support as need arises. Seminaries in their call to promote community and service can utilize the theme of fellowship group to safeguard the increasing measure of individualism that places our societies and churches at risk. If the opportunity for fellowship is not explored effectively, it will be evident in the training as a whole. Towards the behavioral and attitudinal transformation envisioned in seminary education, this practice plays a crucial role wherever implemented intentionally. A great enemy to this commitment, we realize, is the development of unhealthy professionalism, individualism, resistance to change and formalism in institutions. 

SEMINARS, SYMPOSIUMS, GROUP DISCUSSIONS AND DEBATES

Wanak said, “Evangelicals sometimes operate like isolated islands. Even schools within proximity of each other maintain only cordial relation. We are fond of saying we have organic unity in the body of Christ, but do little to express it in cooperative theological education.”
 No doubt, many will agree to this. Lost in a ‘spoon-feeding system’, many schools tend to ignore the potential hidden in various learning methods such as seminars, symposiums, group discussions and debates and mini projects. In a seminar, an expert and a group of student meet to study and discuss in detail on a given topic. Symposium is where experts with specializations present a particular subject in depth and open up a forum for further criticisms and discussions. Group discussions are aimed at assuring a quality of experience that is deep enough to stimulate individual members and creative enough to give a sharper direction for greater vitality in every group, while a debate is about a serious discussion on a subject with substantial arguments and counter arguments brought about by those taking part in it. Some prefer group discussions to debate, as for them debate involves a tendency to force one’s opinion on others irrespective of where the truth lies.
 Whatever the case is, innovative teaching methods ensure the students take the learning into their hearts and practical lives not forgetting; not merely on note books and exam papers. 

But, we cannot overlook the fact that people normally feel comfortable with ‘the usual way of doing things’. There is resistance for change and hard work required for effectiveness. From our own context of training we found that students install the best of their learning and searching aptitude when they are to take part in field projects, debates, seminars and group discussions.  Their learning in such events is not felt a burden imposed but as something meaningful, enjoyable and spontaneous. The amount of intellectual and practical effort they put into such activities are often much higher than what the faculty member would expect. If inter- seminary cooperation is promoted for this cause, it will be doubly effective. Institutions today hinder cooperative efforts due to lack of mutual trust, unhealthy competitions, superior feelings and fear of ‘sheep stealing’, whereby, much of our resources are left unused for the common good. Because the power in group-learning activities are either not discovered or not utilized efficiently in Seminary education, many graduates today seem to be undernourished by the lack of vital contact with the society and churches around them.  

To facilitate all these, yet another area requiring special attention is the provision of advanced learning facilities in the library. The vast world of Internet information is still too far for many to reach. In a world that has become amazingly smaller, termed as the ‘global village’, theological institutions should explore greater with regard to academic, informational and human resources. Networking of theological libraries and inter-library loans are extremely useful tips to advance learning facilities. In order to have students’ efficient participation in the above-mentioned learning activities, seminaries must provide them with adequate facilities.  

FACULTY DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS

Seminaries/Bible colleges that render their entire attention to the external affairs sometimes forget that the effectiveness of training depends largely on the scholarship and role modeling of the faculty. On the other hand, there are Bible College teachers who believe only in the verbal transmission of knowledge while they exclude other ways of learning. Some seminaries/Bible colleges employ only part-time faculty. This can be detrimental to the overall development of the students. Part-time faculty members, whose loyalty may be elsewhere may not get involved in the lives of the students and will not be able to assist in personal and spiritual development. Not only individual institution, but the accrediting agency also should play crucial role in facilitating advancement. Whenever theological institutions adopt innovative methods of training, this agency must modify its evaluation process. Accrediting body must take the leadership in setting standards and guidelines through co-operative means and strictly follow them. 

Members of faculty need learning exposure, which will ensure their periodical revision of course materials, the incorporation of advanced methods of learning for the students and the presentation of themselves as role models to resemble Jesus. In the history of some institutions, there have been systematic steps taken to equip members of faculty in each department with higher degrees and titles. It is worth mentioning that we have a number of institutions in India that can offer various levels of higher education. Although economic barrier is one of the main obstacles often highlighted with regard to this, there are some questions necessary for our self-evaluation. Do we have a helpful system to study the teaching methods, the lesson plans, revision of curriculum, level of integrity shown in classrooms, criteria for students’ internal assessment and the use of relevant material as employed by individual teachers? Are members of faculty provided with enough facility for their academic development? Is there enough room for them to undertake research projects, publish their theses? Are they able to get sufficient spiritual refreshment through field mission involvement and sabbaticals from which they could possibly come back with a great professional development? How seriously and carefully do Seminaries handle the interview of members of faculty? More queries in this line may leave us with the only option to accept the criticism that the number of faculty in Seminaries and Colleges who desperately need teacher’s training is on the increase. It is always advisable for faculty to undergo a formal training on ‘Education’ to enhance their service in the field of education. Also faculty members should be required to gain periodical practical experience in their field of specialization, e.g., pastoral ministry, missions, counseling. Faculty development should include continuing education.  Regular self learning and reading on topics on education would also serve the purpose to a considerable extent. The popular saying, “the day you stop learning is the day you should quit” has to be a daily reminder to the faculty. 
SUMMARY
We have looked into a variety of dimensions that require closer scrutiny as we gauge the effectiveness of theological education. This is done with the deep awareness that there are many seminaries in India that keep to high standards of training in terms of academics, community and mission/ministry formation. Our theological education context is rich in conceptual innovations, human resources and facilities for skills training. However, the current attempt has been to facilitate self-evaluation to individuals as well as seminaries to the content and practice of theological education. To ensure effectiveness, institutions are to focus more on students’ active involvement in various practical aspects of training, where faculty’s role in this gradual mentoring is crucial. Our threat has not always been the lack of knowledge, but the lack of commitment to ‘do’ it with intent. Theological education has to press on towards effectiveness not only in communicating knowledge but also to help develop mental faculties, effectual involvement in mission and to mould character of the individual because degrees are not an end in themselves. The call is to practically discover the transforming influence of these inferences to make the scenario of India’s theological education even brighter.
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