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A.
Definitions                             

Probably the most useful definition is “Theological Education is the training of men and women to know and serve God”.

It is distinguished from Christian Education in that it is usually done in preparation for special service or leadership in the Christian church or mission. Christian Education is generally seen as for all and takes place generally in the church. Theological Education is not for all, usually results in special service and leadership and usually takes place in a college or in a Theological Education programme centred beyond the church. Sunday School teaching, Bible study evening meetings and so on are Christian Education. Belfast Bible College, Ministry Training Colleges, TEE and Seminaries are Theological Education.
However, there is an area of overlap. Increasingly in the West, seminarians and those who go to Bible Colleges return to secular jobs and serve their local churches. Theological Education by Extension as it has grown and developed has often turned into a teaching programme for anyone who wishes to access it in the churches. There are a growing number of organisations who take ordinary Christians for short courses, such as Capernwray and many others in the new churches.

B.
The Fundamental Importance of Theological Education

Theological educators are much more likely to be undervalued than overvalued. What then is the value of the work we do? Firstly, usually the leaders of the churches go through theological education so it has an immense impact on the church. The backbone of the church and its future direction usually rests upon the leaders who have been trained in the Theological Education schools and programmes. Where theological education has been strong and lively, often the church has been also and vice versa. There have been cases such as the Log College in America in the last century where revival began in the seminaries. In developing world situations, mission work often commences and is strengthened and promoted through the colleges. When a college does go wrong then very often the churches that it serves either suffer the same sort of difficulties or reject the seminary altogether.
Secondly, theological education is fundamentally important because each individual student has so much potential to grow in the educational situation. The word “seminary” comes from the term for a seed bed, a sort of greenhouse situation where seeds and then young plants are nurtured into bloom and usefulness. Every student is precious and can be helped and led on by you or I in theological education.

Thirdly, theological education is often the location for the church’s relationship with the intellectual project of society. It is in the colleges that the church understands, participates in and influences what happens in the life of ideas in society, or it should be so. Often obscurantism in the church and the colleges make it difficult for this to happen but when the thinking is done properly as to how to relate to society, it is usually done in the colleges.
C.
The Present Situation in Theological Education
Theological Education is in ferment at the moment and a dramatic amount of re-thinking is taking place. However, this is generally not filtering down to the ordinary situation in the colleges. Protests and questions have been growing since the 1970s and many accusatory fingers have been pointed at the colleges from the churches and the missionary societies. This ferment has a number of forms.

1. Questions of relevance for church ministry. The gap between the colleges and the churches has been growing steadily over the last 20 or 30 years. Many pastors and denominational leaders are wondering whether seminaries and colleges are providing their graduates with the kind of knowledge and expertise they need to fulfil their ministry at all. Studies have been done to suggest that priorities at the colleges are significantly different from that of the churches. (See the Vancouver study). Because of this many newer churches are not only criticising the way colleges take their students away from the situation of ministry but are setting up new programmes themselves, concentrating not so much upon theological and exegetical expertise but upon people, group skills, leadership, etc. Missionary societies are increasingly returning to in-service training or modular training, using the colleges only for a proportion of the training that they need. Some societies, such as Frontiers, are questioning whether colleges can do the job at all. They often point to the fact that a person can be sent to a college, full of evangelistic zeal, and come out at the end having lost it. 

2. Appropriateness for context. As we will see this was highlighted by the World Council of Churches’ Theological Education Fund which talked about the contextualisation of theology first of all, but also the contextualisation of delivery systems and teaching patterns. There has been significant criticism from WCC sources on the inappropriateness of Western imports into the developing world that do not fit the culture and cannot be sustained easily by the churches financially or otherwise. They criticise also the standard Western seminaries for inbuilt elitism, a strong clerical paradigm and transferring this also to the developing world situation.

As this criticism has hit home in the developing world some people have turned it back upon the West. If geographical differences make for inappropriateness, what about historical differences in the West today? The seminary in the 21st century modelled on a seminary in the 19th century is as contextually inappropriate as a Western seminary in an African country.

3. Theological education is seen as dominated by secular academic patterns. We will see more of this later. Frame has a famous quote: “I propose first that we drop the academic model once and for all ……. degrees, accreditation, tenure, the works”. The whole secular pattern of degrees, books, timetables, university pleasing, is seen to take up most of the time today. One wonders if that is the best way to train servants of God. It is just not that academics are not enough, but that they create subtle shifts of attitudes in the colleges, such as, what is a good student? They change the nature of lecturers who become specialists and professionals in areas of academia, they model the wrong sort of Christian servant, as someone who stands at the front and delivers the truth and they seem to be allowing the world to interfere with the training of the church. We will develop all of these issues as we go along.
D.
Fundamental Objectives of Theological Education

Historically, these have been stated in one, two, three and four categories.

Two category models include the upper and lower rail concepts – intellect and action. Pluddemann has used this model in the past in speaking of theological education.

The central usage falls however on the three category model;
1. The Academic. The need to love the Lord your God with all your mind and to be able to meet the level of education in the pew with the level of education in the pulpit so that the things of God are not despised.

2. Training. The importance of being able to do the ministerial or leadership job that you are training to do in an efficient and effective way.

3. Spiritual Formation. The knowledge that however big the head, if the heart is small, God will use that person very little. The drawing closer to God, the issues of consecration, prayer life, discipleship These are massively influential in how much a person is useful to God. 
These objectives need to become objectives not just at the college but of each student and the college needs to encourage students in these particular areas. The idea of the three coming together creating something very special in the student’s development and life at the time is ultimately significant. God has given us students to grow. God uses people like us to help them to develop as people.
We need to note that the four category model is created out of the three. spiritual formation nowadays is often divided into two parts – spiritual development and personal development. Young people coming into college at a crucial age often need quite a lot of personal social development which, as they grow as people, will help them to form spiritually. You will see this development between Vatican II and Pastores Dabo Vobis in the Roman Catholic Church and its training of priests.

One category models are hardly models, but statements of integration, and they are usually spoken of in terms of the holistic formation of the student. In my view, the three category model is the most useful but we must work for its integration.

 E. 
The key issue of integration
Now, this next point is vital if we are to have a model that reflects the work of Christ with his disciples. We promote these three objectives for our students, but that is only part of the vision. These three objectives need to be brought into relationship by two other concepts – balance and inter-permeation. If they are not, then we do not have a culture of theological education, but a set of objectives we fulfil independently of each other.

The first way of bringing these three into relationship is by thinking of balance. 

When Benjamin Warfield was writing about the relationship of studies to spiritual life, he said that a soldier is not much use with only one leg, he needs both. Others, thinking also of the practical ministry skills objective, have talked about a three legged stool that you can only sit on if the three legs are in balance.
With theological education, we have to strive for a balance between the academic, the training and the spiritual objectives in our colleges and in our teaching. Some colleges can stress one or the other but a rounded theological education for ministry must maintain a balance. What is the nature of that balance? Not of equal time spent on each necessarily, but of equal status in the task of preparing Christian servants. 
Many of our colleges need to re-balance themselves in this area because either the demands of academic work or the requirements of training for the church have squeezed out the fundamental effort we must make towards the spiritual formation of our students. And it is our task to preach the importance of balance between these to the student. The academic work is their degree, they will concentrate on that. The ministry training is their job, they will pay attention to that. And spiritual formation has to fight for its position in their busy lives.

But balance is not enough, the three must not remain separate. Each one has to permeate into the other two. When the student is in the classroom, he needs to learn the meaning of the text but also its application to him as a Christian and as a servant of God. When the student is in chapel, he must not forget to be rigorous with scripture, and not lower his standards because it is a devotional time. When he is out doing evangelism, he must be able to draw on the lecture he has heard on the book of Romans last week. His spiritual devotion drives him out into the world and his academic work equips him to serve. Above all, it is here that spiritual objectives provide the cement for the entire process as they inter-permeate the whole. 
How can we best talk of this integration? Is there a specifically Christian way to describe it ? Well, taking Gunton’s clue, we can use the conceptual category of the Trinity.

In the early church, especially in the eastern empire, they thought of the trinity in a particular way, often stressing the threeness, rather than the oneness of the Father, Son and Spirit. The Cappadocian fathers, and their successors, therefore, needed a conceptual tool to help them see God as One. A key theological instrument they used for this was called perichoresis or dynamic co-inherence. It is the idea that the divine life circulates between the persons of the trinity and each brings the other to life. So, when you encounter any one member of the trinity, you encounter the whole trinity.
What we need today is a perichoresis of theological education, where the three great objectives of theological education – academic development, training for ministry and spiritual formation are all of equal status and really all one, each bringing the other to life and, when we encounter one in our colleges – in chapel, the classroom or the practical placement, we encounter the other two.  More specifically for our subject today, we do not encounter spiritual formation simply on its own we encounter spiritual formation also in the other two tasks, the academic and the practical ministry training. It is not simply a function but it is in functional relationship with the other two, not least academic work.
F.
What are the major formative factors on a Theological Education College or School?  

Here we move from the theoretical to the practical. These can be regarded as:

1. The Word. There needs to be faithfulness in issues of theology, faith, how God works in a person’s life, what he wants in Christian leaders and so on.

2. The Church. What the church, as it is now, actually needs of the college which serves the churches.

3. The World. The understanding of society in relating to the academic patterns of that society, the contextualisation of method, community, etc. There is a debate going on at the moment connected with the concept of the Christian university that asks how the seminary can serve the world y speaking to key issues and by training people for key positions.

4. Reality. There has to be a pragmatism about theological education. There is no theological college as it should be theoretically and often tradition, the power of the church, financial constraints – specially today, etc limit what can be done.

Often one of these four links and influences is particularly weak and this causes various patterns of weaknesses in the colleges.
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