Chapter 1 
What is Excellence?

According to the Merriam-Webster On-line dictionary, “excellent” means very good, first-class, superior.  As a quality, the dictionary suggests that excellence implies virtue or something that is valuable.  So it would seem that if our theological education institutions can demonstrate quality and values, our public relations brochures should be able to declare that we are first-class, superior and excellent. We are more than just “adequate,” we are very good at doing what we do.   

Evangelical leadership training programs are strategic places where present and future leaders are equipped for work within the Kingdom of God.  Leaders of leadership training programs should be able to affirm the extent to which their programs are quality institutions.  However, how can we recognize or acknowledge excellence, given the wide variety of training programs doing good things differently, especially in the light of the almost endless ways in which we know that our own training institutions could be better?   In this chapter we would like to examine how we can understand the term “excellent.”  Is this only a public relations “buzz-word” borrowed from the popular literature of the business community?  Or are there both Biblical and educational foundations to the concept of being first-rate?  To what extent is excellence related to perfection, success or just being the best of the bunch? Who affirms our excellence or decides what standards it is that we are to live up to?  And is excellence even possible?

Is Excellence Biblical?

The Lord does the right things in the right way. In Genesis 1 we read that He gazed on the creation with satisfaction. God had done exactly what He intended to do, by the power of His word.  He liked what He saw and affirmed, “It is good!”  We recognize incomparable quality in character, in results and in process. Excellence is seen in who God is, in what He does and in how He does it.

God is at work in the world around us and in us.  The day is yet to come when we will be changed in the twinkling of an eye (1 Corinthians 15:51), though even now Paul can say: “It is God who works in you, to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Philippians 2:13).  “In all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to His purpose” (Romans 8:28).   As we note chaos and confusion around us, it is reassuring to know that God has a plan and that everything works according to that plan.  In the end, “all things in heaven and on earth [will be brought] together under one head, even Christ” (Ephesians 1:10).  We are being renewed and transformed by the living God to His glory and to achieve His purposes.  All of God’s ways are perfect and His excellent plans will succeed.   In a song written for public worship, the Psalmist wrote, “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!” (Psalm 8:1).  To borrow the language of the business world, the benchmarks or standards of excellence are clear in God’s character. The best practices of what should be done, and how, are visible in all the works of God.  

However, God alone is perfect and holy in all His ways.  We cannot do what God does.  There is no one like God. This is understood among Amish women, who are known for the high quality quilts that they make.  Yet these women intentionally put a flaw in their otherwise perfect quilts as a way of humbly acknowledging that only God is perfect.  In this sense, excellence, like holiness, is something that we can only appreciate as we look at ultimate standards, way beyond what we could ever expect to attain.  We all fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).  It is not possible to have a school with “zero defects.” 

Nevertheless, learning to appreciate excellence is something that we are encouraged to do.  The Apostle Paul said that we are to reflect on that which is excellent.  To the Philippian church, he wrote: “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy – think about such things” (Philippians 4:8). 

When Paul wrote to Timothy, he indicated that when the church was doing that which was good and profitable for everyone, this was something that could be called excellent: “This is a trustworthy saying.  And I want you to stress these things, so that those who have trust in God may be careful to devote themselves to doing what is good.  These things are excellent and profitable for everyone” (Titus 3:8).  Paul says something similar when he describes the value of love, calling this “the most excellent way” (1 Corinthians 12:31).  

Excellence is related to the word “excel.”  So Paul encouraged a church that was good at many things to do even more:  “But just as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in your love for us—see that you also excel in this grace of giving” (2 Corinthians 8:7).  In the same way, Paul wrote to the Thessalonians:  “Finally, brothers, we instructed you how to live in order to please God, as in fact you are living.  Now we ask you and urge you in the Lord Jesus to excel still more” (1 Thessalonians 4:1).
Is Excellence Being (or Having Been) the Best of the Bunch? 

In reality, most people (or organizations) tend to feel that they are the best of the bunch.  Peters and Waterman (In Search of Excellence, Warner Books, 1982, pp. 56-57) present a psychological study done with a random sample of male adults.  When asked to rank themselves on their ability to get along with other people, “all subjects, 100%, put themselves in the top half of the population.  60% rated themselves in the top 10% percent of the population and a full 25% ever so humbly thought they were in the top 1% of the population.”  In a parallel finding, “70% rated themselves in the top quartile in leadership, [while] only 2% felt they were below average as leaders.” As it related to athletic ability, “60% said they were in the top quartile” with only 6% feeling that they were “below average.”  It’s not bad for people to have positive views of themselves.  However, given a rather common tendency to evaluate ourselves unrealistically, self-assessment alone can neither establish our excellence, nor our lack of it. We need somebody or something to which we can compare ourselves before we can really crow about our superiority.  We aren’t excellent simply because we say that we are.  

Many people and their organizations think that they are tops, even when they are not.  College or seminary brochures functionally declare: “We are the greatest!  We are excellent!  There is no one like us.”  I once did a paper evaluation of a leadership training program in West Africa. It had less than 15 students, yet it viewed itself as being the premier training program for all of Africa.  Their documents (presented in a well-designed color brochure as part of a request for massive funding from the West) suggested world-level impact.  It may have been great public relations, but the reality was that this was not a program that was accredited by anyone I knew, and it was totally unknown by anyone I ever met!  Their affirmation of excellence was based on nothing other than the high view that they (alone) held of themselves.  To truly affirm our excellence, we need objective standards or points of reference against which we can compare ourselves.  We aren’t excellent simply because we are the only program we know something about. 

There are training institutions that have had a history and a reputation for being excellent. Muhammad Ali repeatedly claimed: “I am the greatest!”  Even if this was true during the short time that he was the heavyweight boxing champion of the world, it no longer is true today.  At best, he was the greatest.  The leadership of a training program may not realize that they are no longer functioning at a level of quality that existed in earlier days.  Such programs may be responding to needs that no longer exist.  They may have failed to adopt new methodologies or educational tools that would have helped them to teach better.  We aren’t excellent simply because we once were.  

On the other hand, a leadership training institution may come to the conclusion that it is woefully far from excellent.  They see many complicated problems as they evaluate themselves.  They feel discouraged, as they don’t sense that they are making much of an impact.  It may be that their self-understanding is true.  However, it also may be that they are unaware of how God is using them in extraordinary ways.  Not only are they failing to hear the right feedback, they may be requiring standards of themselves that are unrealistically high.  Being good in who we are, in what we do and in how we do it, is something that is best affirmed by others, especially by those who benefit from the program.  We aren’t far from excellence simply because we feel discouraged.   
Is Excellence Equal to Success?

In a sense the answer is yes.  God accomplished what he intended to accomplish.  That’s first-rate.  There is excellence or quality when the right things are done in the right ways.  But the point is not simply to achieve a goal: it is to achieve the right goals.  

Some “successes” are anything but excellent.  A drug lord may be successful in cornering the market for selling illegal drugs in a particular city.  A person may succeed in becoming rich, yet do so unethically or at the expense of family, relationships or health. Being first-rate involves quality of character and right processes, as well as having the right objectives.   

When excellence is fundamentally determined by “success” there is a strong temptation to tell stories that don’t exactly present the whole picture.  We worked in Brazil between 1977 and 1984.  The denomination with which we worked reported baptizing thousands of new believers each year.  This “success” should have resulted in wonderful church growth.  Yet the statistics of the denomination’s annual report showed that each year the total membership of the denomination remained about the same.  So while it was good to evangelize and baptize new people, the reality was that each year the denomination was losing as many people as it gained.  That’s hardly excellence in building a healthy church.

The 21st Century Edition of Operation World (WEC, 2001), states that 91.7% of the population of Latin America could be classified as “Christian.”   Isn’t this a success story of effective evangelization?  But what then of the syncretism that is present across much of Latin America?  This confused mix of beliefs suggests that a much smaller number of people may actually be healthy “born-again believers.”  In similar ways, statistics would suggest success in the growth of the gospel within the United States. Gallop polls have shown that more than half of the American population calls itself “born again.”  However, these same polls indicate that there is functionally no difference in values and life style between these “believers” and the general population of the country.  If being a “believer” doesn’t result in a difference in values or life-style, one cannot affirm excellence in the evangelism that was done.  

Leadership training institutions can play similar games with the statistics that they share with others.  We are not excellent if we are counting the wrong things or simply not counting enough.  A training program may successfully have reached its goal of a 50% increase in student enrollment over a three-year period.  However, were all the new students quality students?  And even if they were, does the school now have the capacity to adequately house and feed them?  Does it have books, space and teachers to help them learn?  Successfully meeting any one particular goal may not necessarily indicate overall excellence in the leadership training program.

A leadership training program may report that its income is up by 20%.  That may be wonderful, but is it the whole story?  For if student enrollment is up by 30%, and if new staff members have been hired for the new students, expenses may actually be up by over 50%.  So in reality the program is worse off than before.   Or perhaps the rise in income has come from a large gift from a single overseas donor, with the result that local supporters have concluded that the program no longer needs any help from them.  While last year’s bills have been paid, in reality the program is in deep financial trouble despite its temporary success.  There’s not much excellence in these partial stories.  


If a training institution reports that all its students successfully passed their exams, that may be worth celebrating.  But what exactly was tested in those exams?  Can the students preach?  Or are they brilliant preachers, but so arrogant that no one wants them as pastors? A program may be successful in bringing every student to graduation, but if they’ve been trained in the wrong things so that they can’t minister effectively, there’s not much excellence in the program.  

Excellence is more than just a list of “successes,” especially if our successes come from bad goals, selective reporting, incomplete analysis or a poor use of statistics.   Nevertheless, when we are able to accomplish the right things in the right ways, there is much to rejoice over from our success.  The rest of this book is designed to help you discover and celebrate the ways in which you are excellent (or could be excellent) in doing what God intended for you to do. 

Is Excellence a Relative Thing?

Yes and no.  We assess our quality as we measure ourselves against specific standards and objectives.  That’s not relative.  Yet as we will note shortly, many standards are different for different people and contexts and at different times.   

 As the purpose or goals of an activity or organization change, so also do the criteria by which we can assess excellence.  A graduate level course on marriage counseling should be assessed differently than a seminar offered on a weekend to help married couples know how to communicate better.  And both of these will have different standards or criteria of excellence than a sports camp to help young people learn to play football better.  

Assessing excellence also depends on the abilities and experience of participants.  What one expects from a child just learning to play the piano is different from an adult who has a degree in music.  We have different standards of excellence for a beginning preaching student than we do for a homiletics professor.  The expectations we have for a new Bible school student learning to reflect on ministry will be different from our expectations for a veteran missionary returning from the field to begin a masters’ level program in missiology.  The work of both can be excellent, though the output of one will be very different from the other.  We affirm excellence to the extent that we have been successful in reaching a standard or goal that is appropriate to the program and to the level of skills and experience of those who participate in that program.    

Furthermore, we can affirm excellence in process as one moves or progresses toward values, standards or goals.  Not only can excellent progress be made as a person grows or matures, but we also can affirm excellence in the way in which growth is being encouraged.  In all of these examples, there is a relative aspect to excellence.  Something is being measured or evaluated in specific people with unique gifts and abilities at specific times and in specific contexts – all against values, standards or goals that are appropriate to those being evaluated.  

Who Determines the Standards or Affirms One’s Excellence?


(1) God Himself.
Evangelical training programs exist to glorify God.  Our individual and institutional desire must be to hear God say, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”  We have clear standards from God in His Holy Word concerning the training mandate that has been given to us, along with many examples of how training can and should be done.  As we attempt to do the task that has been given to us, we need to heed God’s Word and to hear God’s Spirit in order to walk and work with wisdom.   While a final evaluation of our work will only occur at the end of time, when all things will be revealed, God is able to encourage (and correct) us in what we are doing now.  May we not be so busy, or so blind and deaf, that we are unable to sense God’s presence among us or to hear His voice.  May we rejoice and be satisfied in what God has done as we see or hear stories about the lives and ministries of our graduates. And may we be renewed and affirmed by God’s Spirit who lives and works in and through us. 

(2) The Constituent Community.  

Beyond God Himself, the most important place from which we should hear words of affirmation concerning our excellence is the community that we are trying to serve.  Feedback from our constituency is the best way to get both positive and negative input regarding our excellence. We will discuss issues of constituency at greater length in chapters 4, 10 and 12.  Their satisfaction with our training efforts is the best validation of what is being done.  Conversely, if our graduates and their communities are not happy with the results of our efforts, we certainly cannot affirm excellence in our training programs.  

(3) Governments or Governmentally-approved Agencies.  

There is affirmation of quality and excellence in official validation or accreditation processes.  Increasingly governments reserve the right to “credential” or “charter” training programs.  That doesn’t restrict the right of churches or organizations to offer useful seminars and workshops.  But governmental educational authorities want to make sure that those training efforts that call themselves “schools” are competent and structured to be schools.  Government validation protects ordinary people against bogus training programs that offer cheap “degrees” with minimal work.  These validation efforts do not normally meddle with the specifics of who serves as teacher, of who is taught, or of what is taught in individual courses.  Their concern is that those who teach are qualified, that the school has adequate facilities and funding, that the courses of study are designed for the degree being offered, that the program has a registered constitution and governing body, etc.  For a variety of reasons, an evangelical training institution may opt not to be accredited or recognized by its government’s educational ministries.  However, most students place high value on attending a program that is “accredited,” precisely because this implies an official acknowledgement of the program’s quality and excellence.   

(4) Peer-level Training Institutions.  

Another way to verify excellence is through peer-level evaluation.  This is especially useful for evangelical training institutions with goals that are very different from those of local universities.  Governmental bodies are not in a position to assess how well we are doing in character formation or in effectively preparing people for ministry.  However, this kind of evaluation can be done by colleagues who work in leadership training institutions at equivalent levels within the region.  Such peer-level assessment is done formally through the accreditation agencies associated with International Council for Evangelical Theological Education (ICETE - www.icete-edu.org) and others.  Those who have been involved in doing theological training are in the best position to propose standards for excellence in theological training as well as to help hold one another accountable for those standards.  It is good when a program can be honored for its quality on a world-wide platform due to the recognition given by its peers.  

(5) The Staff and Leadership of the Training Institution Itself.  

All of those involved in evangelical theological leadership training need to sense whether or not they are doing a good job.  In chapter 12 we will discuss how a training program can become a community that constantly renews and encourages itself to continue to grow in excellence.  Every training program needs multiple ways to obtain feedback to learn from what it is doing.  Being an excellent school requires excellence in many different areas.  One good way for a program to assess is own excellence is to work through the self-evaluation review questions that are a part of formal accreditation visits.  

Is Excellence Possible?

It’s actually required!  God’s Word would not call us to excellence it if it were not possible.  So to what extent are we aware of excellence because God is at work in us and through us?  Do we have the eyes of God to understand the needs of people and their environment?  Are our ministries well structured? Are we using our time wisely to do the right things in right ways?  Are our dreams about things that are noble and profitable?  Are we building our training on God’s values, or are we unconsciously applying those cultural values that have shaped our past?  Have we accommodated ourselves to mediocrity? 

We assess our quality by knowing where we were supposed to be going and why, and then by reviewing the values and processes that helped us, by God’s grace, to get to where we are now. How well have we responded to the needs of our context, given our goals and purposes?  Did we accomplish what we intended?  Are we satisfied with the processes we have been using to accomplish our goals?  Can we say that what we actually did that which is good?  How effectively have we used the resources that God has entrusted to us to do the task that He has given us to do?   Knowing the answers to these kinds of questions helps us to affirm whether or not our leadership training institution is excellent, not only in the eyes of God, but before many others.  

Conclusions

Training is a mandate that we have received from the Lord Jesus as part of His Great Commission to the whole church (Matthew 28:18-20). The Apostle Paul encourages us with these words: “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him” (Colossians 3:17).  Those who give leadership to leadership training institutions need to discover what is or is not excellent in what they are doing.  They need to know what to affirm as well as what to fix or even to drop as they work towards excellence.  

As we will see throughout this book, excellent programs have good outcomes.  They know where they are going and why.  They meet minimum standards.  They fit the context.  Their purpose, process and product are all in accordance with Biblical principals. They are governed, administered and staffed well.  They are adequately resourced.  Their communities are made up of competent and emotionally healthy people who know how to care for each other.  Excellent theological institutions are learning communities that can renew themselves.  

Discussion Questions Regarding Excellence
1. What do you understand by “excellence” in the training program of which you are a part?

2. In what ways have you sensed or seen God’s “Well done, good and faithful servants” in what you are doing?

3. In what areas do you have a reputation for being good at what you do?  How do you know this?  Are there others areas where you actually have a public reputation for not being quite so good?

PAGE  
1

