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CHURCH-BASED THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION: WHEN THE
SEMINARY GOES BacG TO CHURCH
RusseELL W. WEST

“He (William Tyndale) said in a controversy with a
clergyman, ‘If God spare my life ere many years I will cause a
boy that driveth a plough to know more Scripture than thou
dost’. "

INTRODUCTION

Although it is not always recognizable, educators involved
in church leadership formation are caught in a predicament.
They have accepted a share in the task of forming church
leaders. They do so often in the hallowed halls of theological
learning and tradition. However, they do so often with a
serious methodological handicap. They perform their work at
the distinct disadvantage of working, sometimes cloistering,
beyond the walls of the operational context-the local church.
Graduate pastors know better than seminarians-in-process of
the delayed costs of functioning at this disadvantage. It comes
in the forms of questionable confidence, competence and
credibility:

The first memorial service 1 ever attended in my life
was as the officiant. The first time I had ever seen
someone die was as their pastor. The first sermon I ever
preached was before a congregation. The first couple in
marriage crises I ever encountered was as their supposed
therapist. The first budget I ever saw developed was as a
program administrator. I may have been able to write 20-
page papers on heaven, prepare brilliant strategies for
church growth and articulate a clear understanding of
marriage. I knew great theories of communication and
the servant role of the pastor. However, no one had ever
guided me in how to live out these truths. (Dearborn
1995, 7

Russell W. West is Associate Professor of Leadership Education at Asbury Theological
Seminary.

1 Merill C. Tenney, ed., Zondervan Pictorial Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1963), 119,
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Although this predicament may continue for residential
seminary campuses, a new breed of seminarians is rising who
are prepared to explore emerging innovations on an old
approach to serious ministry training. Beyond the bounds of
the formal seminary establishment the Biblical Institute for
Leadership Development International (BILD) of Ames, Iowa,
appears to be one organization poised to offer a model of
contextual leadership development that should be of interest
to religious leadership educators. It should be of interest
because that which functions so well within the BILD model,
by contrast, represents what seminaries work hard at, but do
not always achieve. It should be of interest because emerging
church-based formation options may represent market shifts
that evidence a preference for low-cost, in-context, just-in-
time training over and against expensive, residential or
delayed implementation models. Seminaries could fail to
understand both of these issues and thereby miss the
“disruptive technology” lessons learned by many conventional
corporate institutions when they misread or were unwilling to
shift focus and method to accommodate the innovation.2

With these factors in mind, it is my intent in this paper to
explore the church-based theological education model of
contextual church leadership development. I sense church-
based theological education may yield insights for leadership
educators who strive to prioritize missional values in their
formational work.> Admittedly, I paiticipate in theological
education as an academic professional (more than fifteen

2 Clayton M. Christensen, Harvard professor of business and author of The
Innovator’s Dilemma and The Innovator’s Solution
(http://www claytonchristensen.com), advances the term ‘disruptive technologies’
to describe the phenomena whereby a low-cost, even sometimes under-
performing, solution displaces those technologies (and their providers) that are
slow to respond to market needs and demand. Responsive and agile providers
who offer low-cost or even partial solutions to neglected customers increasingly
gain market share and squeeze past slower moving industries. Examples of
disruptive and displaced technologies include: rail industry/automobile industry,
celluloid camera film/digital cameras, long play recording albums and various
cassettes/compact discs, mainframe computing/personal computers. He points to
the power of organizational learning as a means for existing institutions to
maintain market position by cultivating “sustaining technologies,” partial
responses to the innovation demands of their loyal customer bases. This concept
is revisited in the final section of this article.

3 For an excellent summary of the challenges in theological education, review
Robert Banks' Reenvisioning Theological Education (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1999). He proposes a missional model of theological education as critical to
resolving many of the contemporary seminary’s relevance problems.
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years in university and seminary leadership education work)
and an amicable critic. There are places within this paper
where reflection may be noticeably unrepresentative of
seminary organizations which have made significant
investments to locate learning experiences in the context and
spirit of the local church. My highest motive is service to the
church, to seminarian-customers and to the institutions to
which I offer my professional loyalty. In offering this service,
I offer my hard-won critique as well, not with a kind of
meanness than tears down, but with an optimism that can
renew and reform.

The paper is organized in two parts. In “Part One - When
the Church Goes to Seminary,” we explore, through a
historical discussion of the traditional seminary’s
development, the premise for alternative models of the church
leadership education. In “Part Two - When the Seminary
Goes Back to Church,” the church-based theological
education model is presented; its claims are compared and
critiqued in the light of the present state of the seminary
establishment and selected relevant organizational theories.
In this section, church-based theological education is
presented as an innovative proposal around which self-
conscious church leadership educators, in the seminary and
the church, might develop conversation and partnership.

PART ONE ~ WHEN THE CHURCH GOES TO SEMINARY:
THE TRADITIONAL SEMINARY MODEL

In this section, I explore the dominant approach to church
leadership formation, that of the traditional seminary
institution. I argue: traditional seminaries do some things
well, but not all things completely. Through a brief review of
selective leadership formation practices in the church through
the ages, I reassert a question that has been asked and
debated repeatedly by concerned participants in the church’s
leadership formation ministry: ‘What are the means and ends
of church leadership formation?” This section depicts the
church going to the seminary for its leadership formation. In
the next section following, through exploration of the church-
based theological education model, the focus reverses to
examine the differences that occur when the seminary goes to
church.
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THE LEADERSHIP EDUCATOR’S PREDICAMENT:
THE SLow DRIFT FROM CONTEXT

An examination of leadership formation in church history
shows that the scales tip away from the context of the church,
away from the life-on-life impact images so prevalent in the
church era, (for example, Jesus and the Twelve, Paul and the
Apostolic Band) and away from holistic focus to
compartmentalized formal education. I put forward a brief
review of the key modalites of leadership formation
throughout the ages of the church. This outline offers a
picture of shifts that occurred, for various reasons, to make up
the dominant model of church leadership formation
experienced in contemporary societies. This section is
organized chronologically as follows:4 Pre-Church Era, New
Testament Apostolic Eva, Post-Apostolic Era, Middle Centuries
Era, Colonial Era and Industrialist Era and Post-Modern Era.

PRe-CHURCH ERA: WHOLE-LIFE RELATIONAL TRAINING AND
OBSERVATION

The leadership formation methods modeled by Jesus and
Paul may be beholden to common socialization practices in
Palestine and the Graeco-Roman world.  Teachers like
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, Arcesilaus and Carneades,
beginning three centuries before Christ, left their mark in
Hellenistic societies through pedestrian academies of
philosophy.> Often schools for the sons (only) of aristocrats
(and sometimes male slaves who attended with these sons),

4 1 am grateful to Dr. John Gration, then-professor of missions in the Wheaton
College Graduate School for the general outline of the historical schema. I have
adapted this outline from his course reader for Contextualization, section entitled
“Contextualization of Theological Education.” Another important resource for
those interested in this development is Robert Ferris’ Renewal of Theological
Education (Momgraph of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College) wherein
he offers a historical representation of forces that helped shape the present model
practiced by most seminaries. He carries the study into an important area of
service by offering criteria for revitalization as well as ten model schools world
wide which were, at the time of writing, seeking to live out the criteria.

5 The concept “academy” is derived from Plato’s academy. The garden in which
the school was built in 387 B.C., was purchased from the hero Academos or
Ecademos. Plato presided over this school until his death; it persisted for nearly
900 years until destroyed by Christian emperor Justinian in the 6th century (526-
529 A.D.). Ruins of this academy are maintained by the Hellenist ministry of
culture (www.culture.gr).

Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 2, No. 2, Spring 2003



CHURCH-BASED THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION 117

and sometimes no more than a one-tutor/one-room operation
in a market booth, these tutorial schools offered very basic
orientations in rhetoric, math, law and athletics (with a
military flavor). Mastery of thought forms, and exacting
reproduction by memory drills were the emphases in these
oralist societies (Krallman 32). When Romans were able to
have formal education, because of their class status, tutorial
approaches were normative. Working and slave class tutors
mentored aristocratic sons in languages, rhetoric and other
essential subjects thought to be critical to the protégé’s
habitual development. This practice is so commonplace in
the culture that Paul can allude to this formational domestic
presence metaphorically to impress upon Galatian Christians,
rightful heirs of the entire house, are exercised even as
servants, and not sons, in their development by “tutors and
governors until the time appointed of the father.” (Galatians
4:1-7).

Rabbinic academies adapted transmission methods
practiced by the Greek and Roman rhetorical teachers. These
were rabbinic academies in the homes of presiding rabbis, or
about the temple area. Jewish boys, beyond fifteen years of
age, could attend ‘scribal college’ after their formal education.
Note the life-on-life transfer implied by these excerpts
concerning renown rabbis of the time: “A man must use the
manner of speaking of his teacher...” and “I have received as
a tradition from Rabbi Johanan bar Zakkai, who heard from
his teacher, and his teacher from his teacher....” Said in praise
for Hyrcanus’ memorization skills of one of Rabbi bar Zakkai’s
student’s: “He [Hycanus] was a plastered cistern which loses
not a drop..” and also, “The words of the rabbi were
precious, his example, more precious still....” (Krallman, 32-
33).

The first training stages occurred in these mentor-
understudy academies for Judaism’s religious and intellectual
ranks, i.e., Sadducees, Sanhedrin, Pharisees, Scribes, Zealots,
Essenes and Rabbis (Krallman, 29-30). Many in the groups
were “lay learners” who earned their living through the
development of trade skills. The Pharisees and Zealots are
particularly noted as craftsmen, and laborers. The scribes
were a guild of approved lawyers. The commonality between
them: most men and women in the guilds gained their trade
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through direct relationship of a master-teacher to an
apprentice. We should not be surprised when we see Paul
relating to like craftsmen throughout his journeys, ie.,
“..because he was of the same trade” (Acts 18:3). The
Church’s tree of leadership formation grows from the
relational roots of this kind of domestically contextual
association, imitation and vocational modeling. The whole
life is the ideal purview of formation in this era. It should be
noted, however, that some of the transmissional, while
effective in forming habitual life patterns, is only as valuable
as the objective and content of the training. This is an
important lesson to take note of as we turn to the New
Testament era, and successive eras of formational practices.

NEW TESTAMENT APOSTOLIC ERA: RELATIONAL TRANSFER.

In the New Testament era, Jesus, in contrast to the
religious leaders of His day, is the centerpiece for whole-life
transformation. As the New Testament era emerges in the
appearing of Jesus, he is first noticed for the contrastive way
that he teaches: “And it came to pass, when Jesus had
finished these sayings, the people were astonished at his
doctrine: for He taught them as one having authority, and not
as the scribes” (Matthew 7:29). Whereas some teachers
achieved impact by memory drills so common in orality-
preference cultures, requiring disciples to memorize and cite
genealogies of important teachers to support their arguments,
Jesus transforms the formation modality, not so much in
relational form (as the last section points out), but in
objective. Jesus is unlike many other rabbis of His time in that
He does not emphasize memory drills, but location and
purpose. He is after changed disposition in life, in all its
habits (Bruce 6). He bypasses conventions that reduce
learning to corrective and accumulative transactions by
penetrating to matters of motive, affections and destiny. His
pupils are exercised through conative reappraisals, reframing
and renewals. For example, He invites a priority change in
His disciples when He entertains their questions about
personal ambition and leadership. Not chiding their ambition,
He offers them the key for which they seek: if you want to
be great or be a leader, you cannot do it as it has been
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practiced by Gentile rulers—the lord-over model—but rather,
you must become servants of the many and servers of the
most (Matthew 20:20). Understanding what this new priority
would cost the hearts and habits of these would-be great
ones, He asked if they could drink the cup of suffering.
Before answering them directly about seats at the right and
left of His throne, He invited them to wunlearn their
conventional modalities of leadership.

In order to achieve this new focus on both inner-life
transformation of the leader and whole-life transformation
that impacted skill, vocation and habit, the dominant
formative trend during this era is characterized by a highly
relational transfer process similar to that of mentoring,
coaching and sponsoring. It is instructive, that in the selection
of the twelve “He appointed twelve that they might be with
Him” (Mark 3:16). Since leadership selection, the appointing
of elders and deacons for the young churches was a process
of community affirmation at times and personalized
investment by apostolic and bishopric leaders at others (1
Tim. 3; Titus 1), emerging leaders would often be developed
through assignments in a ministry context (1 Timothy 1:4).
This is what Gunter Krallman in Mentoring for Mission calls
‘consociation’ and what Robert Coleman in his classic
Masterplan of Evangelism calls ‘association,” that through
“with-ness” these leaders accomplished “witness” ( ). The
assignment-based master-apprentice model, therefore, is seen
as the dominant formational modality during this time frame.
Paul’s affectionate use of ‘son’ when referring to leaders in his
apostolic band, or the use of father and when self-
referencing in the cultivator role he played in the lives of
followers such as Timothy and Silas is indicative of this
relationship. It appears he appropriates this practice
residually from his own formation experience with rabbis, like
the great Gamaliel (Acts 22).

This relational transfer method, while certainly not
functioning in the cultures of New Testament as an
anachronism to proscribe other means of formation such as
formal credentialing seminaries of contemporanaiety, it is not
easily dismissible. When other models fail to address the way
persons actually grow in character, spirituality, acquire and
express skillfulness in their family social base and spiritual
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community, then such models do raise the questions about
what criteria should be used to determine appropriateness.
The scripture examples and the results of these must be
among the first considerations when developing such
standards. Beginning in the New Testament, as a basis for the
exploration trucks the central questions of the study to an
epistemological source that allows (requires) us to judge
between what is taken as certain, how one acts with certainty
and what prescriptions follow in our administering a certain
path in matters pertaining to leadership formation in the
church. Also, the norms question demands that we not only
consider the delivery forms and locations (congregation-based
or classroom-based) but the content and outcomes as well
(proposition-oriented or power-oriented). A reconsideration
normative summaries of mission in the New Testament —
revisit Matthew 9:38-10:3; Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 10:38; 1
John 3:8; Romans 16:19; 2 Corinthians 12:12 — must inform
Western and Protestant traditions of leadership formation in
purpose, form, content, conation, process and outcome. After
all, this mission seeks to destroy to works of Satan, seeks and
saves the lost, makes the kingdoms of this world the kingdom
of our God and of his Christ; missional leadership will
demand a charismatic competence and vibrancy to match the
character of the work to which such are sent (Ruthven, 5).

PostT APOSTOLIC ERA: CATECHETICS AND MONASTIC ORDERS

To appreciate the institutionalizing of the formational
processes which begins during this time, contemporary
readers may need to be reminded of the oral quality and
diasporatic social structure of the ancient church.6 Most of the
church’s early documents are preserved through successive
oral renditions and the intensive work of copyist. Most
people, who could read were called upon or paid to read to
groups of people. Learners learned orally. Reading and
writing might have been a centralized function of learned

6 It is easy to take for granted, in an era where everything readable was written by
the hard-to-learn art of chirography (hand writing). The contemporary equivalent
would be writing emails on stones with chisels; not many, in my church,
neighborhood or seminary, would be able to or prefer to do this to “get off” a
message to someone. So writing and reading was the rare work of highly skilled,
intentional people with the most non-trivial of messages to relate.
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persons, slaves whose job was reading and tutoring. In this
environment, catechisms, hymns and publicly read epistolary
scripture fragments (1 Tim. 4:13) were the primary means of
religious training for most. Relational transfer, necessarily,
persists in this mode. However, the group’s role in hearing,
comparing and interpreting are prioritized. It was the small
localized group that received a new convert into fellowship
within the church. To facilitate this, catechetics offered
lengthy periods of instruction for neophytes preceding such
baptismal status. While life-on-life transfer that was so
evident in the model of Jesus and Paul continued, the
dominant mode shifted to the small group learning
community.

Live-in bi-vocational formative communities, wherein one
teacher shaped a small conclave of others under orders,
becomes the predominant mode for training into medieval
times. This small group modality evolved even more formally
as the church expanded beyond its primary centers. As it
would be difficult to for churches in diaspora to have first-
hand knowledge of international itinerants or know the
authority of various pseudonymical scripture fragments and
letters, ecclesiastical governing bodies and councils
necessarily developed. These centralizing agencies took on
the forms of conveners of doctrinal discussions, endorsers of
itinerant preachers and leaders, libraries of classical and
spiritually important knowledge, and eventually bishop seats.
As the frontiers of the church began to be charted in and
beyond the Mediterranean basin, churches and their related
agencies achieved trans-local identities (i.e., the church at
Laodicea, library at Carthage). Such centers inform some of
the ancient church’s most critical matters of orthodox identiy,
e.g., Councils of Hippo (AD 393) and Carthage (AD 397)
adjudicated the twenty-seven canonical books comprising the
New Testament. Around these centers, monastic industrial
communities also developed, some supporting the scholarly
efforts that resulted in conservation, preservation and
extension of the church while others cultivated “secular”
livelihoods from farming and craft-making. And while the
mention of monasticism can awaken ambivalence many
students of Church history, because of the dualistically
motivated retreats from the world and society, the church
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owes a great debt to these self-managed work groups.

Many monastic communities provided important
coniributions to church and society, some of these benefits
persist throughout the history of the church. The adoption of
a codex of authorized scripture required scribal schools and
monastic orders for the manual copying and distribution of
scripture and other important texts. Cassiodorus, (478-573
A.D.), is an example of this scholarly impetus. Historian Farle
Cairns describes him as “a high government official under
Ostrogoths, retired from government service “to devote
himself to the task of collecting, translating, and copying
patristic and classical literature. He was aided in the task by
the monks of a monastery he founded” (Cairns, 155). The
Book of Kells, an elaborately pictographic seventh century
Latin manuscript of the Gospels by Irish Monks is another
example of conservational  work of  monk-scholar
communities.  Monks acted as missioners, conducting
evangelistic and church planting campaigns which expanded
the borders of the church farther beyond its Jerusalem,
Antiochian and Roman centers. Wherever they went,
hermetic and monastic orders of specialist often convened for
mutual formation; they adopted ‘rules of life’ in the cases of
some orders and abbeys, e.g., Benedictines (Franz, 8).

MiDDLE CENTURIES ERA: CLERICAL MODEL OF MINISTRY.

Although as early as 350 A.D. Clement makes a “clergy”
and “laity” distinction (Kraemer, 83), it is during the period of
the enlightenment that the Latin notion for a bright or learned
or read person is associated with the term “cleric,” i.e., clergy
and clerk. During this period, scientific knowledge was
multiplying. Against the backdrop of increasing discontent
with the Church and its increasing institutionalization,
widespread corruption and indefensible cosmological
commitments, and a naturalist and rationalistic worldview was
displacing, primal spiritualist worldviews associated with mass
non-literacy. A cleric was needed “to read” the languages of
Scripture, to think scientifically and expound—writing and
speaking—according to classical Greek methods. With these
primary tasks that enabled one to conduct liturgical ministry,
such learning is decidedly past-oriented, reason-centered,
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expert-reliant and material resource-dependent. The
“cathedral schools,” where priests gathered around a bishop
“to receive training in dogma, liturgy, and common law”
anteceded Europe’s first universities in twelfth and thirteenth
centuries (Griffith, 46). The rationalistic emphasis within such
training resulted in a social divide between the learned and
unlearned; it reinforced a vocational (and status) divide
between an institutionally apportioned priestly class (cleros)
and commoner class (laos). The scriptures were forbidden to
be translated in the vulgar languages of the common folk
(laity), although the Church authorized mass in Latin-only (a
practice that persisted until the mid-20th Century). The
modern seminary model is most recognizable from this
European form which advantages priests and scholars over
ordinarily called people of secular vocation.

Arguably, one dominant thrust of the Reformation and its
residual movements, especially the English and German
expressions, fastened upon the inequities perpetrated through
this class-divided ecclesia so informed by the literacy-driven
socialization. Just as a linguistically inaccessible bible was no
longer acceptable, neither was a model of church divorced
from a model of empowerment-oriented learning for all
people within the church. When, in 1455, Gutenberg
completes the first bible with his movable type print
mechanism, and locates the commercial press as a
technological watershed of history, with it becomes an
equalizing force that destabilizes the imperial institutional
powers of the Church in Rome and further modifies how
clergy are developed (Crowley and Heyer). William Tyndale
meets with his peers in taverns to study scriptures. Martin
Luther, during the reformation period, augmented formal
seminary studies of his student with informal, “off-campus”
conversation groups in his home called “table talks” (Luther).
John Calvin made available a similar academy-based
experience for the intensive study of Scripture, preaching and
biblical languages (as well as municipal schools for the
welfare of the citizenry’s children). In the 16th and 17th
centuries, especially in England, this model of informal
training, while sticking closely to intensive Bible study,
followed a book of sermons entitled “Bullinger’s Decades”
(Griffith, 46).
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This model persists into the 18th century until the
emergence of John Wesley’s lay preachers. Patterned after his
own innovating self-disciplining practices where he, his
brother Charles, and other friends, sought to make plain the
state of one’s life and heart through “conferencing” around
penetrating questions of character, habit and soul vigilance,
and with added socio-economic reasons (to pay the municipal
debts of preaching houses), this method-constrained rule of
socially-engaged piety and learning, the meeting of head and
heart in community (Chilcote, 69), eventually worked out into
formational groups called societies, bands, class meetings
(Snyder, 34-38).

So, even as the university institution emerged, the
mentoring method persisted concurrently with the academy
method. Innovations like “table talks” and the Wesley’s
missional organizing are windows into formative innovations
that demonstrate that multi-contextual approaches that
complemented the dominant cultural practices of formal
learning. In America, these methods would blend into
innovations like “log cabin colleges” and “parsonage
seminaries” where both classical studies of rhetoric and logic
continued to be pressed simultaneously as ministers were
“reading divinity” with a piteous habit (Beale, 91).

CoLonNIAL Era: THEORY-TO-PRACTICD MODEL’

When Christians in the new nation of America established
the first colonies they developed a trans-generational view for
ministry leadership formation by necessity. Following a four-
fold mission ethic that had been practiced by Protestants for
nearly two hundred years, colonist would: conduct public
preaching, form churches, establish towns and start schools

7 Admittedly, this portrayal of leadership formation history follows a Western and
colonial line at this point. At this time in history, the Church is equated with a
Western institution. Apostolic work is occurring in the world. However, its
international missioners were often agents and patrons of their respective states.
Their missionary journeys often occurred on first and second waves of imperialist-
funded commercial ventures. There are some exceptional cases, such as Jesuits
in the then new America which purchased indigenous people to prevent them
from being killed by Europeans colonists. See Alber Wheeler Lauber’s “Indian
Slavery in Colonial Times within the Present Limits of the United States,” (PhD
diss., Columbia University, 1913).
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for leaders (Mathews, 2).8 In its early forms, it was a
modification of both the European university content and the
old world “tutor-apprenticeship” model of relationship. “Rules
and Precepts” of Harvard College adopted in 1646 illustrate
this dramatically:
After God had carried us safely to New England, and
we built our houses, provided necessaries for our
livelihood, reared convenient places for God’s
worship, and settled the civil government; one of the
next things we longed for, and looked after was to
advance learning, and perpetuate it to posterity;
dreading to leave an illiterate ministry to the
churches, when you present ministers shall lie in the
dust....Everyone shall consider the main end of his
life and studies to know God and Jesus Christ which
is eternal life....Seeing the Lord giveth wisdom,
everyone shall seriously by prayer in secret seek
wisdom of Him....Every one shall so exercise himself
in reading the Scriptures twice a day that they may
be ready to give an account of their proficiency
therein, both in theoretical observations of language
and logic, and in practical and spiritual truths.
(Newell, 156, 157)

While the making of “learned gentlemen” bode in the
forefront of the curriculum, the possibility for a thoroughgoing
preparation for the theologia task is evident in the 17th
century Harvard Puritan ethic (Morison, 45). What is not
obvious is the cultural constraint which required the fruits of
such learning to be held in pendancy until colonists could

8 Ed Matthews, “History of Mission Methods: A Brief Survey,” Journal of Applied
Missiology 1, no. 1 (April 1990).

9  From Edward Farley’s perspective in Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of
Theological Education, “theologia” captures the ideal objective of theological
education. It offers a unifying center in a disunified and plural curricula which
leaves ministerial candidates to develop this centered habitus within their
congregational context, most often without the help of mentors or peers. He
defines the notion: “Theologia is a cognitive activity that is both contemplative
and deductive. It has an affective saide to it, and helps develop a propensity for
action. Though the individual student is central, paideia is a corporate affair. It
has to do with cultivating a person’s spirit, character, and mind so that their faith
is deepened and they are better prepared for the the practice of ministry.
Development of this habitus or disposition is a decidedly intuitive and speculative
affair, and takes place through the institutional culture and structure in which this
learning is set” (19-20).
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return to their churches. In the colonies, ministers necessarily
had to hold theory and practice in tension as they would
travel from New England to their assigned churches in the
Southern and Western colonies. In the colonial model we see
delayed application of ministerial study was separated from
the context of performance for the first time. And while the
strong emphasis on piety is clear under the guidance of
scholarly tutors in the illustration above, these tutors fall far
short of the give and take of the ministerial context. One of
the demands of theologia is its communal grounding:
“Development of this habitus or disposition is a decidedly
intuitive and speculative affair, and takes place through the
institutional culture and structure in which this learning is set”
(Farley, 19). Theologia without wmissio dei remains
fundamentally flawed, and can either delay the development
of missional skills of ministrv or jeopardize their realization in
the congregational context. The habitus formed in the
residential school will have a peculiar cloistered resemblance
to that of tutors, professors and scholars rather than that of the
earthy congregational and civic milieu. Pursuit of a
specialized professional degree in a residential seminary
context, often geographically removed from the church of
origin, is the predominant model for training during the
founding days of America. Theory and practice are
necessarily separated in the Puritan model (Shelley, 42), and
this, in time contributes to controversies, it is not the only
approach with which colonists and early pioneers of the new
nation experimented.

Given the pioneering stages of societal development and
the theological storms that result in increasing denominational
particularization throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, new models of leadership formation followed. In
his First Great Awakening era sermon entitled “The Danger of
an Unconverted Ministry,” Gilbert Tennant calls for reform in
response to the deformation the orthodox vision that Harvard
College once represented, but had now become the center of
a theological liberalism controversy:

The most likely method to stock the church with a
faithful ministry, in the present situation of things,
the public academies being so much corrupted and
abused generally, is to encourage private schools, or
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seminaries of learning, which are under the care of
skillful and experienced Christians. (Quoted in
Fraser, 3).

Tennant, a Pennsylvanian pastor who had been trained at
the University of Edinburgh in 1706, introduced a novel
schooling ethic to the frontier, one which was modeled on his
mentored experiences in Scotland. He innovated the “Log
Cabin College” movement, almost by accident as he sought to
provide a means of providing collegiate training for his own
sons. Using the cabin adjacent to his home, in 1727 he began
to include others in the training program, usually a few
ministers each year until his 1742 retirement. This pattern of
“reading divinity” at this a the many schools like it that
followed in the frontier Southern and Western expansion,
were similar to the means of preparing physicians and lawyers
of that time. George Whitefield, renown Great Awakening
Evangelist commented on the spiritual and political effect of
Tennent’s extra-institutional work:

The place where the young Men study now is in
Comtempt call’d The [Log] College. It is a Log-
House, about Twenty Feet long, and near as many
broad; and to me it seemed to resemble the Schools
of the Prophets - For that their habitations were
mean, and they sought not great Things for
themselves...From this despised Place Seven or Eight
worthy Ministers of Jesus have lately been sent forth;
more are ready to be sent, and a Foundation is now
laying for the instruction of many others....The Devil
will certainly rage against them” [sicl (Fraser, 6;
Gambrell, 102).

This criticism indeed came, but not from the Devil; it came
from the credential-minded churches. But this disapproval
amounted to only so much as this school went on to produce
revivalist preachers, college and academy presidents and most
of its synod’s ministers by 1758, proving that academic rigor
is not the contrast point to relationally-oriented studies. Even
though such schools continued to be external to a
congregational milieu, they majored on an action-reflection
approach that allowed the theory-to-practice delay of colonial
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schools to be shortened.

In time the theological education vision accommodated
the pioneering culture of the times. One of the developments
during this era, due to the absence of a full-blown
credentialing culture and the academic infrastructures that
would eventually accrue during the industrialization period to
come, was that many frontier church communions returned a
context-relational model of leadership formation that
recaptured the powers of intimacy, life-on-life and mimetais
(imitation) type practices so evident in the apostolic and post-
apostolic eras. These became “parsonage seminaries”
wherein “a local pastor, or perhaps a college president or
professor of divinity, would serve as tutor to one or more
theological students, leading them through a course of studies
and overseeing the exercise of their practical talents in the
churches” (Gilpin. 87-88. in McFavden. 22).

The response to Harvard becoming the Unitarian seminary
in 1805, with its withdrawal of the requirement that all
students maintain divinity courses, resulted in reaction-driven
innovations that rippled throughout the New England and the
frontier. Yale College was founded, in part, to make way for
a more thoroughgoing Calvinism and Congregationalists
established the first freestanding seminary in America,
Andover Theological Seminary, a seminary which established
the pattern of formalized theological schooling that persists
until today. Their model! prioritizes sufficient funding sources,
scholastic study of propositional theology in a three-fold
curriculum of bible, theology and church history, a profession
faculty of subject matter specialists and a large library
adequate the perceived scholarly task of forming ‘learned
gentlemen’ (Shelly, 43; Miller, 26-27). Reading divinity, at the
pedestrian level of the church and community setting, and
away from the setting of the classroom of colleges, staved the
tide of increasing pluralism and liberalism within formal
schools. It functioned less like a fixed curriculum and more
like a series of educational tasks related to competence in
which facilitated congregational service, met the requirements
for ordination examinations, aligned apprentices with
theological mentors on the side of theological and political
issues within denominations and in state respectively. Ken
McFayden, stresses the valuable transitional role of this
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seminary (Gration Cassette no. 12). The dominant model
during this time ceases to prepare a candidate to be a person,
but rather prepare such a one to be a professional.

Post MODERN ERA: A RETURN TO CONTEXT

The present era is characterized by the familiar themes of
the post-modernity thesis and the information age society.
Some of the polarities that frame the discussions of leadership
and leadership formation relate to: fragmentation/synthesis,
complexity/unity, relativism/universalism, dysfunction/
effectiveness, corruption/authenticity, generalist/specialist,
theory/application. Even as leadership studies wrestle with
the reconciliation of these polarities within its discipline
through post-modern proposals (Boje; Boje and Dennehy;
Hatch), it follows that theory-intelligent leadership formation,
within and beyond the church, should not follow far behind.
A treatment like Brian McClaren’s “Dorothy on Leadership:
How a Movie from our Childhood Can Help us Understand
the Changing Nature of Leadership in the Postmodern
Transition,” Claus Otto Scharmer’s “Presencing: Illuminating
the Blind Spot of Leadership” or Robert Terry’s spirituality-
driven proposals in Authentic Leadership and Zones for
Leadership may be a harbingers of such leadership
reconsideration projects to come.

The present era of complexity in one wherein trenchant
leaders are discovering many of the old rules of bottom line
management have changed; senior executives are leaving the
top offices in search for significance having tasted the banality
of success. Emerging leaders are unwilling to play by old
rules of their parent’s generation, rules which yielded lots of
material toys, but left spirit suppressed, families broken,
women and ethnically described peoples marginalized and
society and environment unattended to, these emerging
leaders are looking for something new from their leadership
moment. These leaders are prioritizing roots, mentors,
belonging, synthesis and authenticity beyond efficiency,
effectiveness, bottom lines and benchmarks. In the
enlightenment-informed modalities of modernity, having the
“right” propositional answers lacks value if those answer are
not in response to the deep questions that real people are
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asking. Learning in the post-modern modality deemphasizes
the mastery of taxonomies, conjugations and true/false exams.
Problem-bhased and virtual immersional experiences raise the
question, the answers, and more questions that have no age-
old apparent answer. Not the ‘one student paper’ created in
a library in isolation matters, but the ‘group project’ where
multiple perspectives, ethnographically developed, becomes
necessary to engage the learning texts (these are not
necessarily books anymore, in this modality, but people,
organizations, systems, films,etc. (Rosile and Boje, 1), become
necessary classroom methods. The tide of relativism is
stemmed by grounding conversation and application in
context. Because information is ever-expanding, there is no
attempt to master the schematics, but rather specialization in
a few things becomes the goal. Relationship (buster, x-er,
millennial thinking) precedes task, structure and results
(boomer thinking).

In this era, seminaries which are geared to answer the
questions of yester-year, in the manner of yester-year, will be
by-passed for those options which are relational, meaningful,
contextual and nurturing. These emerging realities within the
market place of theological education may explain why
church-based models are making more and more sense than
‘leave-home and read books about the past’ models of
seminary. The sociology of the training environment is
emerging as a new factor in decision-making about leadership
formation. Daniel Alshire, President of the Association of
Theological Schools, offered this answer, when asked his
major concerns with today’s seminaries:

Mainline Protestants have assumed the value of
theological education, and for most of the 20th
century had sufficient cultural status and
membership strength that the assumption was never
challenged. It is different now. Sometimes, people
ask if it is “just” to have students spend three years
in graduate, professional education, given the
earning potential of ministerial careers. Or questions
are raised about whether seminaries educate
students adequately for the practices of ministry in
increasingly complex congregational work. And
some ask whether graduate-level ministerial training
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is an elitist form of education that excludes racial-
ethnic and other culturally marginalized candidates.
This question, in its many forms, requires a
compelling answer. In my judgment, the only
satisfying one will be demonstrating that theological
education adds enough value to religious leadership
that it is worth the effort, time and money (Dart, 4)

Many new breed seminarians, second careerists, pre-
professional leaders from mega-churches and emerging
churches are keen on this value question; many are finding
the traditional model’s answer to Alshire’s concern wanting.
Seminary seems to be making a return to context, the context
of the local church from whence it came. If my accounting of
dominant patterns is correct, leadership formation comes full
circle in the present era. The life-on-life tutorship, on-the-job
training, church-on-mission approach, so evident in the New
Testament, is being preferred by some over traditional
seminary options. An exploration of this phenomenon
comprises the second half of the paper.

ParT Two ~ WHEN THE SEMINARY GOES BACK 170 CHURCH:
ExpLORATION OF CBTE

In the paper to this point, I have emphasized the good but
often incomplete preoccupation of church leadership
formation in the West, one in which cognitive theological
development often was removed from the context of the
community of faith. If the foregoing discussion supports one
notion clearly it is this: when church leadership formation is
un-harnessed from its missional context, the formative process
is compromised, and additive renovations, while possibly
commendable in moving in right directions, will not render it
complete. In the next section, I turn to an exploration of
church-based theological education as a functional model that
may be useful to Church leadership educators challenged to
appropriate contextual and missional approaches into their
theological and leadership instructional practices. I also ask
questions of context, by probing the relationships shared
between church-based theological education and the higher
education institution represented by the formal seminary.

Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 2, No. 2, Spring 2003



