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How do theological schools relate to the church? I have been thinking about this topic for years, now. I began teaching at Southern Seminary in 1978, and the Southern Baptist Convention’s (SBC) “conservative resurgence” began in 1979, with the election of the first of a succession of candidates who advanced this movement. I have chosen not to take personal responsibility for the coincidence of my coming to Southern one year and the conservative movement winning the SBC presidency the next, but for twelve years, I taught at a denominational seminary in an era of considerable denominational stress. In this struggle, the seminaries, particularly Southern and Southeastern, became the symbols of what had gone wrong in the denomination. 
Denominational battles are painful, no doubt for many reasons. They are family fights, and family fights are uniquely painful. The rhetoric in denominational struggles tends to be dire and hyperbolic: the evil to be defeated is worse than hell has ever loosed before, and the good to be gained is sweet as heaven itself. These battles attack core values and beliefs. If you are a deeply formed believer, an attack on your beliefs feels like an attack on your personhood. They remind us that denominations, for all their claims to be church, are sociopolitical institutions that, in times of struggle, are more inclined to political action strategies to gain or keep power than to prayer and service to advance the Gospel’s vision. 
In some ways, Southern in the 1980s was a very strong school during this time of stress with its denomination.  It had a dynamic and able student body and very talented faculty that was both committed to the denomination and to the broader world of scholarship. In other ways, Southern was weakened during those years. It was a decade in which a cloud was on the horizon, if not directly overhead. Faculty routinely received inquiries from congregations or individuals that asked us to respond with a “yes” or “no” to a series of questions—usually about the devil, or the Bible, or Adam and Eve. Every once in a while, a class session was secretly tape recorded by a student and the tape sent to opponents of the seminary. One of my colleagues had agreed to be a member of the Jesus Seminar but withdrew early in the process because he thought the results of this scholarly experiment would be too objectionable to the Baptists he wanted to serve. He told me that he would have used his red marble more than anyone else in the room, but in what was billed as a “battle for the Bible,” making the Jesus Seminar votes more conservative wouldn’t have meant much. We had a faculty development event one year in which we were divided into groups with the assignment to design a new seal for the seminary. My group came up with a modification of the old ship of faith: it was a submarine with sails, and the motto inscribed around the image was “faithful and flexible.” 
While I was not a target, the battle always felt close, and one year, the junior high youth made it personal. I was asked to write a curriculum unit for the Sunday night youth group, and in it I wrote a passing comment that the story of the Good Samaritan—the assigned text for the lesson—may have been told as a parable or may have not been the account of an actual event. I went on to write that whether it was a parable or actual event, Jesus’ teaching was clear. After the curriculum was published, I got a letter signed by all the youth in a junior high class accusing me of not believing the Bible. I still can recall, vividly, reading that letter, alone in my office, looking at the signatures of each youth.  They brought the battle about as close to me as a person and Christian as it could get. In a decade of intense feelings about a church body and its theological schools, this was the saddest. I had wanted the Gospel’s story of grace and calling to transcend boundaries, to invade the horseplay of Sunday night youth group, but youth group leader had, apparently, thought another lesson was more important.  
At the end of that decade, I had scores of questions about how seminaries should be related to denominations. What is a good and viable relationship for theological schools and their ecclesial communities? Because of the twelve years at Southern, this is not a question I take lightly. I continued to think about this relationship after I came to ATS and worked through some of the accrediting issues related to the SBC schools emerging from the battles in the early 1990s and the even more intense struggle waged in the Greek Orthodox Church over its seminary in the mid-1990s. Would theological schools be better off without such direct connections to church bodies? Is the future of theological schools, like many church-related colleges, a gradual loosening of connections to ecclesial bodies so that educational mission is less entangled and research less threatened? 
The Theological Schools and the Church project
In 1999, as part of a new planning cycle for ATS work, I conducted a series of regional listening sessions with presidents and deans about the future work of ATS. One of the suggestions that I heard at more than one of those sessions was a request that ATS help the schools reconnect with denominations. It was a surprising suggestion to me. ATS had been the organization used by schools to put some distance between themselves and overly aggressive demands from their denominations. Why was ATS being asked to help them reconnect with their denominations? The agenda, however, made its way into the ATS work plan, and for the past three years, the Association has been working on the Theological Schools and the Church project. Much of what I want to say comes from the work of this project and continuing reflections as I have participated in it. 
The project began with the 2004 Biennial Meeting, when I made a presentation about how six churches in my home town of Grove City, Ohio had changed since 1954, the year that my family moved there and I entered the first grade. Following that meeting, a task force was appointed consisting of equal numbers of Roman Catholics, Evangelical Protestants, and Mainline Protestants. In addition to the seminary representatives, the task force also includes Bishop Gabino Savala, auxiliary bishop of Los Angeles; James Wind, president of the Alban Institute; and Leith Anderson, pastor of Wooddale Church in Minneapolis, and this past year, interim president of the National Association of Evangelicals. Faith Rohrbough is directing the project, and Laura Mendenhall is chair of the task force. 

The group has met five times since 2005, and has focused the agenda for its meetings on studies related to the topic of the project.  One meeting focused on Roman Catholic and Mainline Protestant issues, one meeting on Evangelical Protestant issues, and along the way, the task force has worked with the authors of two commissioned papers—one charting the history of theological schools and the church in the United States and the other charting a similar history in Canada. Last year, the task force conducted two very interesting meetings. One was with a focus group of six pastors of larger membership churches, and the other was a focus group of judicatory leaders. For both of these meetings, the task force members sat around an outer circle while the focus group had a discussion among themselves about their perceptions of theological education and the church. Then, the focus group participants and task force members shared a meal together and had an interactive discussion. The task force found this process so valuable that it is planning a series of similar events in several regions this fall. Between the meetings, the task force members have read five books, conducted their own listening groups, and prepared presentations related to Roman Catholics, Mainline, and Evangelical Protestants. 
After the work of the past years, the task force had hoped to have conclusions and recommendations to bring to the Association at its 2008 Biennial Meeting. It has determined, however, that the most helpful report at this time might reside in framing the questions and expanding the conversation. I want to comment on some of the questions that I think are emerging from the work of this project. They are not the questions the task force will propose; the task force hasn’t even seen the questions that I want to raise with you. However, these three questions are what I think are crucial to this conversation. 
Three crucial questions
Why is the relationship of theological schools and the church important? 
Michael A. Battle, president of Interdenominational Theological Center, told an ATS audience a few years ago that the church is necessary for the seminary, but the seminary is not necessary for the church. He rushed on to say that the church needs education for its leaders and theological reflection to inform its work, but it doesn’t have to have the current version of seminaries to meet that need. The seminary, on the other hand, cannot exist without the church. If no community sends students to seminary, if no denomination or congregation wants to hire any seminary graduate, then most ATS schools have a very limited future. Some well-endowed schools will be able to curate and advance theological disciplines, like future-day monasteries. Some will eek out a future educating lay people in the theological disciplines. But if the church—all of it—was to rise up and say to the seminaries: “we don’t want you or your graduates,” most ATS schools would be like cursed fig trees; they would wither and die. By contrast, if the seminary were to say to the church: “we are tired of your intrusion and would like to chart our own future,” the church would likely walk away, shaking our academic dust from its feet. 
I know this is arguable, and in a room like this, the last seven sentences have likely snapped critical-thinking skills into high gear all over the place. But, after it is parsed and qualified, redacted and socially located, I still think it is true: the future of a meaningful and viable relationship is more crucial for the organizational future of theological schools than it is for the church. 
Over the course of the project, the task force’s questions have morphed from the relationship of the school and the church to something more fundamental: What is the purpose of the theological school? Is the ultimate goal of the school to educate leaders for the church and undergird the church’s understanding of the grand tradition and conveying that tradition to the current age? Or is it something else? Regardless of the history of theological education, if the current expression of ATS schools is primarily related to educating religious leaders and contributing to the intellectual work of the church, then a corollary question becomes: are the conventions of higher education a good strategy for meeting that goal? For example, the task force has wondered if some institutional criteria for faculty tenure and promotion, if some ATS accrediting standards, and if the very nature of post-baccalaureate professional education may have become impediments to the goal, rather than an effective strategy for meeting the goal. If these conventions are merely a strategy, and that strategy is not meeting the needs of the church, then one would think that change would be readily implemented. The worry in the task force, however, is that the strategy has become entangled with the goal. 
The data from the Auburn Center’s study of seminary graduates generally provides good news about the recent past. Persons educated for ministry tend to end up in ministry, tend to stay in ministry, and tend to think that their education provided good preparation for what they are doing. The question about goals and strategy is thus not a question arising from crisis. The system, with its faults and foibles, seems to be working. So why ask the question at all? The job of the task force is to think about what respondents will be saying in the graduating student study thirty years from now. Will the strategy that has been effective for the graduates of five and ten years ago be as effective for the graduates in twenty-five years? Will the current academic and higher education conventions serve the future needs of religious communities as well as they have in the past? Or, are these strategies becoming increasingly unaffordable, unnecessarily cumbersome, and less effective than they once were? The answer, of course, is not in the strategies or educational conventions. It is in our response to commitments regarding the purpose of theological education.  I don’t know the answer to the questions, and I am not very fond of some of the answers I am hearing. However, if theological schools don’t pursue the question vigorously, they may miss their calling altogether. 
Why is the question about the future relationship so difficult?

I think there are four very difficult questions regarding the future work of theological education. One is how we learn to welcome and educate racial/ethnic students and increase the cultural horizon of white students for ministry in a racially changed world. Another is how we assess the work we are doing so that we are good stewards of our educational responsibility and have credibility with the changed reality in higher education. Another is how we educate religious leaders for ministry in a religiously plural world. And the fourth is how theological schools construct viable and meaningful relationships with their related ecclesial bodies. All of these questions are very difficult, and I would be hard pressed to argue that one is more difficult than the other. Why is the issue about church and seminary as difficult as it seems to be?
One reason is that the social status of religion in society in North America is changing. In Canada, a quasi-established privilege for religion all but evaporated in the last part of the twentieth century. In the United States, a less established but very evident privilege for religion as a social institution has given way to a more neutral protection of religion as an arena of personal choice. While the United States and Canada are still the most church-attending developed countries in the world (estimates of 25–30 percent in the United States and maybe as much as 15–20 percent in Canada are significantly greater than Great Britain and Western Europe’s 5–6 percent), the favored status that the culture in both countries extended to religion is eroding. Graduate, professional theological education fits an era in which religion had cultural status. What happens if that status contracts or disappears altogether? How well does the current pattern of theological education fit a culture where religion is less privileged? One of the reasons the question of the school’s relationship to the church is vexing is that it forces theological schools to explore the implications of post-Christendom for themselves as institutions rather than as a phenomenon about religion in general. 
Another reason is that congregational and denominational Christianity is changing. I drive through Zanesville, Ohio, on my way to visit my parents. One can see most of Zanesville from the Interstate 70 overpass on the north side of town. The dominant skyline is churches—all of them early twentieth century, stone and brick buildings, most of them with fortress towers. The churches light their towers at night, and driving by gives the impression of a strong and vital institution. One time, I left the interstate to look at the churches in the daylight. They are Catholic, Methodist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, Baptist, and Episcopalian houses of worship, if I remember correctly. As best I could tell from my daytime drive, I think that several of these congregations are struggling. I saw one large physical plant with a single pastoral staff member listed on the church marquis, another church building with what appeared to be an empty upper floor of a education building, and another with a “please use other door” sign that often means that the door with the sign is no longer used at all. At the edge of town, I noticed a Baptist church that had recently added to its building, and it no doubt has larger attendance than the one in town. Elsewhere, I am sure there is a large Pentecostal congregation, and somewhere else, other Evangelical congregations. If my drive-by analysis is right, why are the in-town congregations struggling? Zanesville is not very big; it wouldn’t take more than ten minutes to get to the old churches from most any part of town. So, the change is not a function of urban blight or commuting distances. I doubt that any of these in-town congregations is a liberal version of its denomination—this is Eastern Ohio, part of Appalachia, so the change is not a function of a liberal-conservative issue. But something is growing and something is dying. Some denominations have been declining in membership for forty years while other denominations are trying to keep up with growth in North America and the two-thirds world. Some of you are in seminaries whose denomination is the same as one as the older congregations in Zanesville. Others of you are in schools whose denominations are the same as the newer congregations on the edges of town. Quite apart from the social location of religion in general, Zanesville stands as a metaphor that the relative strength of denominations in relationship to one another is changing. The in-town congregations clearly belonged to dominant denominations when they were built. Those dominant denominations have experienced decline, and other denominations, many of them lower status or nonexistent a century ago, are growing and gaining dominance. The question of church relatedness is difficult because it forces one group of theological schools to come to terms with the loss of vitality and status that their denominations had within the religious establishment, and it tempts another group of schools to pride and the presumption of providential blessing. 
The question is also difficult because ATS schools face very different challenges with regard to the ecclesial communities they serve. For Roman Catholics, the continuing decrease in the number of priests and religious results in more and more parish work being performed by lay ecclesial ministers. What kind of theological education and formation do these front-line workers need to staff parish life? What kind of formation do candidates for priesthood need as the role of priests is being functionally redefined by their decreasing number? For Mainline Protestants, with membership decline resulting in an increasing number of congregations that cannot afford a full-time pastor, alternative patterns for credentialing clergy are emerging rapidly. Can theological schools continue to operate alternative educational models out of their back pockets while these alternative models are increasingly the typical pattern of credentialing? Mainline seminaries are experiencing additional demands as denominational offices shrink and more requests for services come directly to the seminary. What are the implications of that, over time? Evangelical Protestants have emerged as the dominant Protestant presence in the United States and a growing Protestant presence in Canada. Evangelicals have developed most of the new paradigm congregational practices that all Protestants are exploring, and their seminaries have developed more new degree programs, more extension sites, and are more involved in distance learning programs. But many of these schools struggle with constituencies that are not sure if theological education is good for faithful ministerial work. ATS schools have spent most of the organization’s ninety years developing commonly acceptable patterns for doing their work. The changing fortunes of North American denominations may mean that we are entering an era where patterns of theological education will become more disparate. Will the future require multiple definitions of good theological education, with very different practices associated with these definitions? It is easier to deal with common forms and a common definition of good practice than divergent forms and conflicting definitions of good practice. 
How do current educational forms serve perceived needs for future ministerial leadership? 
I want to raise one final question: how do current educational forms serve perceived needs for future ministerial leadership? One pastor in one of the focus groups said that, when his congregation was looking for staff ministers, it wanted persons who were passionate about faith, gifted in some expression of ministry, and who knew how to multiply that gift in the congregation. I have thought a lot about that statement: passionate, gifted, and able to multiply the gift. That pastor went on to say that it is hard to find those people among recent MDiv graduates. Most of our graduates are not going to be called to larger membership churches, but I am intrigued by his statement of ministerial capacity. In a culture that gives religion a less esteemed place, the church needs leaders who can passionately make the case for faith, who have the gifts and abilities to lead congregations, and can help those congregations do faith’s work in the world. How do current patterns of theological education contribute to these qualities in ministerial leadership? A bishop in the other focus group said: 
[Pastors need] to be emotionally and spiritually serious human beings. Our congregations are full of anxiety, and if pastors are caught up in this anxiety, they cannot lead. [Pastors need] to have spiritual maturity . . . [and because] the culture does not appreciate their work, they need to own their religious heritage. We need whole people coming out of seminary, who have their head and heart in the right place.
How do our patterns of theological education contribute to this bishop’s perception of the need? One pastor commented that seminaries have been very good at educating chaplains for “one-hundred attender” congregations, but that the center of American Christianity is moving away from congregations this size to larger congregations that function very differently. How are current educational strategies preparing students for both kinds of congregational realities? 
Both the pastors and the judicatory executives tended to agree with something that is also reflected in the recent Auburn study of graduates. The pastors, to a person, affirmed the value of the biblical and theological formation they received at seminary. They said that this part of their theological education is still informing what they think and how they understand their work. Graduating students tend to affirm this perception year after year in the ATS Graduating Student Questionnaire and alumni/ae affirm it in the Auburn study of graduates from 1995 and 2000 by rating Bible and theology as the most influential elements of their theological education. 
By contrast, the pastoral arts don’t fare as well. The pastors said that they are not using any of the pastoral arts they learned in seminary. Judicatory leaders said that they can teach people how to do ministry in their region once they get there, but they can’t teach people a biblical and theological way in the world. The graduates in the ATS questionnaire and the alumni/ae in the Auburn study of graduates agree. One judicatory leader, a former seminary dean, said “I am a firm believer in seminaries but think that we have pushed seminaries to do the wrong things. . . . Ministry is a complex behavior and you don’t learn a complex behavior in a classroom but a setting.” As a practical theologian, I wonder if we have tried to make disciplines out of something that is a fundamentally different pattern of intellectual work. Music schools don’t treat “singing” as a discipline and medical schools don’t treat “diagnosis” as a discipline. Both are critical arts and have intellectual content and skills associated with them, but they function in educational practice differently than disciplines do. Is there a way to educate so people both are biblically and theologically formed for the long term and know how to exercise leadership the day after they graduate? 
Conclusion
I want to say two things in conclusion.  The first is to ask: Are we addressing the right questions?  As I read theological research, I sometimes worry that, while all the questions studied are of merit and potential significance, we have a tendency to, in effect, “tithe dill and cumin and ignore weightier matters of the law.” I think the intellectual work that the church desperately needs relates to questions like the ones being raised by the Task Force, but that faculty are not inclined to address these questions. I think these questions should be attracting a great deal of attention, not stashed away in the academic attic. 
The second is about Southern Seminary. Southern is a different school than it was when I went there thirty years ago. It was a very good school then, and it is a very good school now. Its theological compass has been substantively reoriented, but it is an intellectually lively place with a talented faculty and student body. As best I can tell, it is still trying to figure out how to serve Southern Baptists effectively. In the middle of the struggles in the 1980s, the suggestion was made by many that Southern take the legal steps necessary to separate from the denomination and let the courts decide whose seminary it was. The president at the time argued that “we are ‘The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary,’ and how can we be who our name says we are apart from a connection to the SBC?” 
It may not be in the name of your school, but if it has no meaningful connection to communities of faith, if no church wants any of your graduates, then your days as a theological school may be numbered. If, on the other hand, your school finds a way of doing the educational work that is needed for the future of the ecclesial communities to which you are related, and if your faculty uses its intellectual talent to partner with the denomination and congregations to address changing realities, then there is a viable and engaging future. If your school learns to think like an educator, and not as a curator of a historically significant educational strategy, then it has a future. If your school is able to translate all the educational capacity and intellectual ability that invented current strategies into renewed, and in some ways new strategies, then your school will have a future. 
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