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I am delighted to be able to address the 2011 Conference of the European Evangelical Accrediting Association on the topic of the challenges and concerns that we face today in theological education. It is something that has long interested and concerned me. My own experience is that of a pastor with a passion for education, seeing a deepened love and understanding of the Christian faith as essential to faithful and effective preaching, mission, and worship. I had the privilege of being able to teach theology at Oxford University for 25 years, including heading Wycliffe Hall, then one of the Church of England’s leading evangelical institutions of theological education, and being elected as Oxford University’s Professor of Historical Theology. In 2008, I moved to London, to take up a new chair at in the Department of Education at King’s College London, which allowed me to focus more closely on issues of theological education, and to engage more actively in the political and cultural debates over the place of education in public life.

I take the greatest pleasure in this work. It is excellent to be able to work as a specialist in theological education within one of Britain’s finest Departments of Education, and to be able to bring recent developments in empirical studies of how people learn, the latest themes in the philosophy of education, and the most recent developments in Technology Assisted Learning to the theory and practice of theological education.

I suspect, however, that most of you will know me as a writer. My theological textbooks, all of which are now appearing regularly in new and updated editions, are very widely used, especially in Asia, and reflect both my own experience as a theological educationalist and my competency in contemporary pedagogical theory. These works reflect my deep commitment to communicating and explaining the leading themes of the Christian faith in a changing cultural contexts. It is therefore both a great personal and professional pleasure to be able to share some thoughts with you about the future of theological education, considered both theoretically and practically.

Perhaps we might begin by reflecting a little on the nature of Christian theology. Theology aims to survey the intellectual landscape of the Christian faith. As the eleventh century theologian Anselm of Canterbury remarked, theology is basically “faith seeking understanding.” It is about mapping the landscape of faith. Faith is a fundamentally relational matter; it is about trusting God. Yet our journey of faith must involve understanding more about who and what we trust. Part of the inner dynamic of the life of faith is a desire to understand what is believed. Theology is the Christian’s discipleship of the mind, in which we probe and explore the fabric of our faith, uncovering its patterns, and come to appreciate the new way of seeing the world that it makes possible.

Theological education can therefore lead to personal enrichment, and a deepened appreciation of our faith. Augustine of Hippo was clear that there is a genuine intellectual excitement to wrestling with God. He spoke of a deep longing on the part of the believer to understand more about God’s nature and ways, and the transformative impact that this can have on believers’ lives. Dorothy L. Sayers, perhaps best known as one of England’s greatest detective novelists, was also an able theologian, who wrote of the “passionate intellect”, set on fire by the excitement of wrestling with God.

The basic theme of my three lectures is that theological education today is both a challenging vision and a vision to be challenged. We need to review what we are doing and where we are going, partly in response to cultural pressures in the New Europe, and partly because of a growing realization than some traditional models of theological education are not delivering what we had hoped for. We cannot afford to fail our students; still less can we afford to fail our congregations, who these students will go on to serve. I realize that this general theme will be unsettling for many of you, but I see no point in evading the issues. 

There is no doubt that the tectonic plates of European evangelical theological education are shifting. This lecture is given against the backdrop of the recent announcement that the University of Wales is to cease validating degrees with effect from September 2012. This worrying development illustrates both the problems and the opportunities that we face.

As many of you know, the University of Wales was the largest validating institution in the United Kingdom. The university, founded in 1893, validated courses at other institutions in the UK and abroad, with 70,000 students on its courses in 130 colleges worldwide. Following a recent scandal which seriously damaged its reputation, the University of Wales announced that it will cease to validate courses at other institutions with effect from September 2012. As a result, it will become one of the smallest universities in Wales from next September, with only two small constituent institutions in south west Wales – Swansea Metropolitan University and Trinity Saint David. Other Welsh universities are now demanding that this institution should stop using the name “University of Wales” altogether. I will speak more about this development in this lecture, as it illustrates the issues that you must face in dealing with the development and validation of your courses.

But let me begin by flagging up some issues and questions that surround theological education. Perhaps the most obvious point that needs to be made is the diversity of models of theological education, and the different ecclesial constituencies they presuppose. Many of you will have read some works by the American theological writer Edward Farley, who argues that we can distinguish at least three trends or approaches within theological education:[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The most significant of these is Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983. I shall keep footnotes to an absolute minimum in these lectures, usually simply to identify the origins of citations.] 


1.  A “wisdom” or “habitus” model, especially associated with theological institutions that model themselves on monasteries, in which an emphasis is placed upon the formation of personal character and wisdom.

2. A “university” model, in which theology is seen as an academic discipline which is the responsibility of theological faculties. 

3. A “professional” training model, focussing on the inner ecclesial needs of the Christian community in terms of ministerial formation. This is often referred to as a “vocational” approach.

I suspect that each of you can identify with at least one of these approaches, and can probably see the case for trying to weave all of them together into a coherent whole. But it is not easy. I hope that we can explore some of the problems and opportunities together in this conference.

Let me begin by making it clear that I personally believe that theological education has a very rich future ahead of it; I also believe that we need to ask whether traditional models of education can deliver what is needed, and what is deserved. So what are the issues that we need to consider? There are many, and I want to identify a small number as worthy of comment.

1. A long-standing tension between philosophies of education which emphasise the formation of personality and character on the one hand (Greek: paideia; German: Bildung); and those which emphasise the importance of the acquisition of certain knowledge and skills (German: Wissenschaft).

2. The need to make a distinction between “knowledge” and “wisdom,” especially in applying the Christian faith to real life.

3. The alienating impact of theological study on many students, which causes them to see their academic studies and personal spirituality and journey of faith as totally distinct and non-interactive.

4. The difficult issue of denominational identity, and how this shapes the basic elements and overall ethos of the form of theological education that is offered by a confessional institution. Is it desirable to maintain such a denominational identity – as many Lutheran, Reformed, and Baptist colleges clearly believe to be the case?

5. The question of how the universal vision of the Christian faith is particularised in a given situation, which raises certain intellectual, cultural, social and political issues that might not be relevant or applicable at other locations. It is now widely agreed that that all theological education is contextual in its nature and no particular context should exercise a dominant influence over discussions of theological education. Nevertheless, we are focussing on Europe, and it is therefore entirely proper to ensure that we address a European context in our reflections.

In this opening lecture, I would like to consider some challenges to traditional models of theological education arising from social changes, especially issues of accreditation; the increasing financial cost and family disruption of traditional residential theological education; and the maintenance of confessional identity in an increasingly suspicious European educational context.

1. Accreditation
For many of our students, and many of those on the faculties of institutes of theological education, it is important that your institution is able to deliver a degree that is recognised nationally or internationally. Given that many institutes of theological education are quite small, and are thus unable to develop a high academic profile through publications or through generating large student numbers, the most natural option is to have your qualifications accredited by a recognized agency that both guarantees its academic quality, and has a profile and standing that secures respect for your students and faculty. This is a perfectly understandable development. Let us try and identify its chief advantages.

1. Cost. The use of a validating institution significantly reduces the per capita cost of administering a degree through economies of scale that are simply not possible otherwise for a small institution – by “small”, I mean under 100 students. Staff can be assigned to pedagogical and mentoring roles, where otherwise they would be involved in time-consuming and expensive administrative roles. In effect, accreditation can be thought of in terms of a franchise business model, whereby the start-up and running costs are kept to a minimum. Furthermore, the costs to the institution are predictable, and are relatively easily incorporated into an institutional budget. In terms of cost control and running costs, this approach has much to offer.

2. Convenience. Once more, the advantages of this approach are clear: although most validating institutions incorporate quality control checks and require regular reporting of procedures, which require compliance on the part of our institutions, these are generally relatively easy to accommodate. Over time, a small institution can quite easily get used to the procedures that are required of them, and make any necessary adaptations.

3. Esteem. From a student perspective, this is perhaps the most important issue. Although the New Testament and the Christian tradition both strongly encourage a healthy scepticism about worldly values and wisdom, many students want a degree from an institution that is nationally and internationally recognized. Their reasons for doing so are typically the following:

1) They may wish to undertake research or secure a job at a secular university, and are anxious that a degree from a small and relatively unknown institution would not help them advance their academic careers.

2) They may wish to transfer credit from courses at one institution to another, thus allowing them to shorten courses undertaken at higher level at another institution. The transferability of academic credit from one institution to another is now quite a significant issue in British higher education, particularly as the practice of “professional studies” becomes increasingly important. In many professions – such as nursing, education, and increasingly the church – practicioners are developing both their knowledge base and their professional standing by acquiring qualifications, such as Masters and Professional Doctorates.

There are, of course, other issues here, but these are the two most important. I think I would like to register concern about these attitudes, which will eventually lead to a loss of theological identity of vision on the part of institutions, due to accreditation pressures. But maybe that is something we can talk about later. This naturally leads into the fourth point:

4. Recruitment. My fourth point follows immediately from the third. In an increasingly difficult and complex marketplace, many smaller institutions come to the conclusion that their survival is dependent upon their offering qualifications that will be attractive to students. Three issues are of especial significance in student recruitment:
a) the length of time taken to acquire a degree. In the United Kingdom, one-year Masters courses are particularly popular;
b) the cost of the qualification;
c) the reputation of the validating institution.
I am sure that you have all reflected on these issues. I would simply make the point that none of them have a direct bearing on the educational value of a course.

These four points I have just noted make the case for accreditation very easy to understand. But there are problems – serious problems that need to be engaged. If you will forgive me for expressing a personal concern, I am worried that our students are coming to value the prestige of a degree over the quality of formation and education that lies behind it. But that is my personal anxiety. There are other issues which I think need to be considered.
1. What if the validating agency ceases to exist?
2. What if the validating agency suffers reputational damage?
3. What if the validating agency makes demands of an institution of theological education that compromise its confessional identity or fails to show an understanding of its distinct identity and mission?

Let’s look at the first of these. There are many examples of accrediting bodies that are now defunct. During the period 1965 to 1992, the British government gave responsibility for the validation of academic qualifications to the Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA). It became common for a number of institutes of theological education to offer degrees validated by this body, including PhDs. Today, this body no longer exists, and those who have degrees which were validated by this body often find it difficult to explain their status, and defend its provenance. This is not an especially difficult problem. Perhaps it is best described as an inconvenience. Yet it illustrates a genuine concern – the need to find a stable partner in the accreditation process.

The second is a real problem, and can easily lead to a crisis. What if a validating institution is involved in a crisis, and suffers reputational damage? This is what happened at the University of Wales in October 2012. In what follows, I shall outline how this situation developed, and consider with you what its implications might be. We shall focus on developments in late September and early October 2011 concerning the University of Wales, which validated courses at other institutions in the UK and abroad, with 70,000 students on its courses in 130 colleges worldwide – probably including some institutions represented here. Let me begin by examining how this crisis began. I recall well academics at leading British universities describing University of Wales qualifications in rather negative terms in the early 2000s. These qualifications were not well regarded within the academic world. But this was not a crisis. You all know that universities are jealous about their global rankings, which are directly linked both to student recruitment and fundraising.

The University of Wales was originally founded to provide higher education in Wales. In effect, it was a central institution which governed a series of “university colleges” set up throughout Wales. However, as these university colleges grew numerically and in academic status, they began to seek autonomy. Cardiff University left the University of Wales in 2004, while the universities of Bangor, Swansea and Aberystwyth decided to offer their own degrees in 2008. The University of Wales was thus much reduced in size, but not necessarily in reputation.

The crisis began to develop in November 2010. It became clear that the University of Wales’s validation methods were not rigorous. Newspaper stories began to break about highly questionable qualifications in Asia which were validated by the University of Wales. A Malaysian pop star with a bogus doctorate was shown to have been running a college offering University of Wales degree courses in Kuala Lumpur. Accademia Italiana, a fashion college in Bangkok, Thailand, was also accredited by the University of Wales. Yet nobody from the University of Wales seems to be able to recall visiting Bangkok in order to validate this college. Further media investigations uncovered scandals in which overseas students were offered help to cheat their way to University of Wales-validated degrees and visas. Questions began to be asked.

In June 2011, the British Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), a government agency responsible for upholdin quality and standards in British universities and colleges, published a thorough, comprehensive and damning report on the University of Wales, alleging that its validation procedures were unacceptable. The Welsh Education Minister had little doubt about the impact of the report. “The university has brought the brand of Wales into disrepute and I think it has let higher education in Wales down and it has let Wales down. It’s unacceptable.” He demanded action from the University of Wales to sort out the mess. An education issue had now become a political issue, raising the stakes considerably – with very serious consequences for the University of Wales.

On 2 October, the University of Wales announced that it would stop validating courses at all other institutions in the UK and abroad from September 2012. Its new vice-chancellor, Professor Medwin Hughes, stated that it would now award degrees only for courses it designs and fully controls. From September 2012, the University of Wales would undergo major retrenchment, in effect becoming a small local institution in south-west Wales, consisting of Swansea Metropolitan University and Trinity Saint David.

Yet this was not enough to satisfy the anger of others. The vice-chancellors of Aberystwyth, Bangor, Cardiff, Glamorgan and Swansea – which are no longer members of the University of Wales – declared that: “The changes announced this week by the University of Wales represent a fundamental change to the university’s mission and the institution now needs a new title which reflects this considerably changed role. We are no longer able to accept it as the University of Wales.” Its activities, they argued, were damaging the reputation of higher education in Wales as a whole. Bangor University’s vice-chancellor Professor John Hughes revealed that his institution had lost business as a result of the University of Wales’s “toxic brand”. Senior Plaid Cymru politician Dafydd Elis-Thomas, who is president of Bangor University, wrote to the Welsh Education Minister, calling for the abolition of the University of Wales title as soon as possible.

A few days later, Glyndŵr University in Wrexham announced it was pulling students out of University of Wales degrees. All students being taught under and postgraduate courses would be transferred to its own awards with immediate effect. Glyndŵr had already announced that it had formally applied to withdraw from the University of Wales, so that its students would study for its own degrees from 2012. The University of Wales Institute, Cardiff has now announced that it intends to cease offering University of Wales degrees, and will offer its own instead. It will probably change its name to “Cardiff Metropolitan University” to avoid any suggestion of association with the University of Wales.

It is clear that this sad and rather disturbing episode raises two very significant questions for institutions that rely upon any form of validation.
1. What happens if your qualifications come to be regarded as of negligible value, or even “toxic,” by the professional academic community at large?
2. If you are dependent upon a validating institution for your qualification, what happens if it withdraws that validation, and you are no longer able to make use of it?
3. What if the European Union legislates to require that EU institutions may only seek validation from bona fide educational insitutions within the EU?
These are significant issues which all institutions using external validation have to confront, and I strongly recommend you to make contingency plans to cope with such situations, in the event that they should arise. It is difficult to respond to these developments rapidly; it is best to do some serious research of alternative possibilities, and lay down plans in advance, and hope that they will never need to be used.

2. The Cost and Disruptiveness of Traditional Patterns of Theological Education
Let’s now turn and consider a second issue of importance: the increasing financial cost and family disruption of traditional residential theological education. There is a growing trend for distance learning in theological education on account of both these issues. Yet this is of questionable value. Education involves interaction with experienced individuals. Wisdom is not something that can be downloaded online.

An example of this is St Mellitus’s College in London, which is based on an apprenticeship model of theological education. Students work in churches in the Greater London area on Sundays and at various points during the week, and attend courses at St Mellitus’s College in central London during weekdays. Students do not need to move house, or uproot their families, or settle in new church communities. They remain in social and ecclesial communities that they know, and use ministry in their church as the basis for their development, formation, and exploration. Although there are clear pedagogical advantages here (along with some difficulties), the main attraction of this approach appears to be its reduced costs.

3. Confessional Identity
Finally, let us look at an issue that concerns some, but not all, institutions of evangelical theological education in Europe: the maintenance of confessional identity in an increasingly suspicious European educational context. For many secular agencies, confessionalism is seen as socially divisive. There is pressure for a homogenization of society, so that institutions that are seen to promote a partisan or non-inclusive agenda are viewed with concern and suspicion. Many evangelical institutions are trans-denominational, and thus avoid this specific difficulty.

Perhaps one way of dealing with this problem is to emphasise the professional dimension of theological education. Our students are being prepared for a professional career – whether as missionaries, church workers, academics, or pastors. And this means ensuring that the professional requirements for such positions are addressed and covered in the education process. It is therefore perfectly reasonable to teach Baptist or Lutheran history, theology, and polity to students who will – or expect to – minister in Baptist or Lutheran churches.

Nevertheless, we need to be aware of cultural suspicions, particularly relating to social fragmentation or ecclesiological privileging, which are now widespread throughout much of western Europe. There is no reason for despair or pessimism on our part here. It is a question of being aware of emerging cultural instincts, and how we can best work within this changing situation.

In this opening lecture, I have reflected on some concerns about the organization, administration, and social location of theological education. In my next lecture, I will move on to deal with the essence of theological education, and reflect on the question of what we think that we are doing when we try to educate our students theologically.
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