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I am completing twenty-twoyears of service on the staff of The Association of Theological Schools this
academic year. It does not seem so long ago when 1 sat through my first Commission on Accrediting
meeting in early June 1990. [ remember it quite well. 2033 is twenty-tw o years from now —thesame
distancein the future that lam from my first ATS Commission meeting. While 2033 seems like a long
way intothe future, 1990 does not seem so distant in the past. W hat willit be like in another twenty-two
vears? With the realization that 2033 isnot very far away, and that no one can predict with certainty, |
want tomake a few observations about theological schools, identify the factors that ] think will most
drive changes in the future, and then speculate about some characteristics of theological schools in 2033,

Some observations

The seminary backpack

Seminaries carry a huge backpack. It is full of the thousands of years of scriptureand its interpretation,
church conflicts and their resolutions, the accumulated teaching of the church, and the witness of people
of faith through centuries. The scholarly taskof a theological school is to preserve thislong past and bring
itsimplications and values into theintellectual idiom of the current day. The effort required to drag this
huge backpack into the present makes theological schools resistant to quick-paced change. They do
change, and over the span of enough years, they change substantively, but not quickly and not often.
Other institutions—like thosein business and medicine—change more readily and more often, Twenty
yearsis about the cycleof one major institutional changein a theological school. In a medical school,
twenty yearsin the past is a virtual prehistoricera. 5o, | would discourage anyone from thinking that, if
you came back to most theological schools in 2033, everything will be different.

External factors are more likely than internal factors to influence change

The second observation is that whatever change does come will come asa consequence more of external
factors than of internal factors, Theological schools tend to be built to last. Endowments, tenured faculty
members, historically significant buildings, a significant heritage to hold onto and live out of —all of these
contributetoa kind of internal stasis. These factors have no influence, however, as soon as you walk off
campus, The world around the seminary is not beholden to these factors —often does not even value
them —and is much more subject to fundamental shifts across very short periods of time. These external
shifts form relentless pressures on schools to change, even though the schools haveinfluential internal
structures that resistchange. Often, the external factor is the school’s relationship tothe church. A
school’s task is to get the past to the present —to deliver the faith that hasbeen received through the ages.
Congregations, on theother hand, are trying to get the faith of today into the future. They arethe
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evangelists of the next generation. The conflict between seminary and church is often at this very point.
Schools don't think that congregations are sufficiently attentive to the past, and congregations don't think
that seminaries provide the practical helpneeded to get the faith to the luture. Churches, never the fastest
changing social institutions in theworld, nonetheless tend to change faster than theological schools, and
they exert pressures on the schools, Other forces, influences like issues in the cultureor practicesin
higher education, also tend to change faster than theological schools change, and their pace of change
influences theological schoolsas well,

Friction and change

This leads toa third observation: the primary force that influences change in theological schoals is the
friction caused between the slow er internal pace of change and the faster, usually unrelenting, pace of
change in the world in which the seminary isembedded. The less ability to resist friction, the faster a
school will change. The more ability toresist friction, theslower a school will change. ATS schools that
have no endowment, haveno tenured faculty, and use rental space for their programs have littleability to
resist any friction, and changes in the world around them can significantly redirect their missions and
work. Their valnerability toevery external influence forces these schools to discern what their most true
mission is and how tosustainitin the context of the changes that they will be forced to make. Schools
withlargeendowments and tenured faculties havea huge heat shield that makes it possible for them to
sustain huge amounts of friction. Their ability toresist external forces means that these schools change
more slow by, and their taskis to discern when to change, even though they don’t haveto change Most
theological schools are somew here between these twoextremes, and for schools in the middle, the task is
to discern the external factors that areenduring and must be accommeodated versus the factors that are
transient and must be resisted,

Seminaries try to change without changing

Because theological schools are built for stability, they arenot overly interested in new educational
paradigms. As much as they like new ideas, they are not eager to change anythingelse. The resultis that,
as forces to change intensify, schools “layer” innovations on top of existing commitments. Old
conventions are never altogether gone, and new ones never fully replacecld ones. They change by
addition, by accommuodation, Theological schools, however, will not be able to address thecoming
change driversby accommaodation, | think we will see some patterns of fundamental transformation in
theological education over the next twenty-twoyears. The problem with transformational change is that
you can't predict what form it will take, becausethat is the natureof transformation. Theological
educators have taken a liking to the language of transformation. Some schools promote their
“transformational education.” Others offer degrees in “transformational leadership.” Transformation,
however, is the result of many forces that can’t be managed easily, and transformation may notbeas
likeable when itis the school being transformed instead of the students.

Dominant external factors that will influence change

AsTlook at the next twenty-twoyears, [think three fundamental external forces will createmost of the
friction that theulugical schools will experience and will serve as the drivers for change.

The changmg social status of religion m American culture
In thefirst decade of the nineteenth century, church leaders were shaping culturein North America as
much they were leading religion. Joseph Willard, president of Harvard at the turn of that century, came



to the university from the pastorate, and his twosuccessors were also clergy men.2 During the same
period, Samuel Smith, a clergyman, was the president of the College of New Jersey, now Princeton,
Benjamin Moore was the Anglican bishop of New York when he became the president of Columbia
College, now Columbia University 2 Therole of clergy in colonial America, as well as in the first decades
after independence, involved more than leading religion. Their role contributed significantly tothe
culturaland intellectual leadership of the nation, The power of theological education to shape the broader
culturewasa function of the publicintellectual status that clergy enjoyed in that culture. There wasa
similar tendency in Canada, though not as pronounced.

The culture-shaping power of religion has weakened and continues to dissipate —not because the
seminaries areemploying or educating less talented people, but because the broader culturehas
reassigned religion from a social role of cultureshaper to one thatis more personal and private. The
culturewill recognize religion asa valuable personal choice, perhapseven a noble one, but is less inclined
togive ita seat at the table wherethe fundamental future of the cultureis developed. This isnot a choice
that religion has made; it is a choice that the culture has made about religion. Seminary graduates will
make a significant contribution toreligious lives and visions of countless individuals and congregations.
However, they will not have thecull urc-shaping influence wiclded by Joseph Willard or Samuel Smith.
The future of theological schools will be in shaping American religion in the context of this changed
cultural reality.

A demographic shift

By 2040 the American population willhavecompleted a fundamental shift that beganin the late
nineteenth century: this nation of immigrants largely from Europe and the British Isles will be become a
nation in which “white” will be the racial minority.? By mid-century, if not before, persons of African
descent, Asian descent, and Hispanic descent will outnumber white residents. The America that was the
new world of Europe will become the new world of the world. Whilethe numbers are less striking in
Canada, the direction is the same. Throughout US history, higher education has been a cherished
privilege—the higher the education, the more privilege. It has been the fulcrum by which children have
transcended the economic status of their parents and by which one generation in a family extends its
privilege to the next generation. As best [ cantell, ithas served a very similar role in Canada. Theological
education has always been more accessible than most other forms of post-baccalaureate education, but
the changing racial/ethnic composition of society and the church will challenge assumptions in
theological education that reflect the cultural visages of privilege, such as what constitutes intellectual
excellence, what backgrounds qualify individuals for admission to study, and what determines the
current intellectual agenda. The future will bring struggles to theological schools over theloss of the
“white” privilege it has enjoyed. Racial/ethnic communities are religiously engaged, by many estimates
more 5o than w hite communities, and religion will be influenced by the fundamental shift in racial/ethnic
COmMposition.

The shifting character of Protestantism

A third external force that will influence theological schools is the changing status of Protestantism. Fifty
years ago, the denominations and conventions of mainline Protestants were the dominant Protestant
presence. Today, the networkingand conventions of evangelical Protestants are dominant. Just over 60
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percent of students enrolled in ATS member schools are enrolled in schools classified as conservativeor
cvangelical Protestant, and just under 30 percent are enrolled in schools classified as mainline or more
liberal Protestant, The center of gravity in American Protestantism has shifted in fundamental ways. The
change is a function of both the increaseof evangelical Protestants and the decline of mainline
Protestants. It takes both kinds of movements to effect so much change over such a limited period of time.
If the current mainline trends continue for the next twodecades, a significant number of congregations
will close, and a considerably larger number will havejoined the ranks of those that used to be ableto
supporta full-time pastor but are no longer able to do so. The enrollments of mainline Protestant
theological schools will be influenced by the number of positions available for graduates. Enrollments in
evangelical Protestant schools arenot as closely related to pastoral positions because evangelicals tend to
be more free-market and networked in their structures. The result of the shifting balance of power in
Protestantism exerts a common influence on theological schools, and that is to question their value for the
future, Mainline questioners suggest that they are nice but can no longer be atforded and do not provide
the kind of pastoral education that the ever-growingnumber of part-time and bi-vocational religious
leaders need. Evangelical questioners suggest that theological schools may not be as effective in
educating leaders for new paradigm Christian practices as the churches that haveinvented the
paradigms. Two hundred of the Association’s 260 schools were founded by mainlineor evangelical
Protestants, and thechanges in Protestantism havecontributed tochange and will continue to drive
change.

The characteristics of theological schools in 2033

Given these characteristics of theological schools and the drivers that will influence change in the future,
here are the characteristics that willbeincreasingly evident over the next twenty-two vears, especially

among the most successful schools.

Multiracial and multiethnic

The majority of the student bodies of most seminaries will comprise racial/ethnic students. Faculties will
still be majority white, but less whitethan is currently the case. To theextent that these schools are
faithful to their students and the faith communities that thosestudents will serve, educational practices
will differ from current practices. The schools will live with the gifts and complexities of multiracial and
multiethnic Christianity instead of talking about it theoretically. Many schools will struggle with what
aspects of their storied histories in white Protestantism must be set aside tomake room for equally
storied futures in the increasingly multiracial constituencies that seminaries will be called to serve.

A changed community of theological schools

Some current ATS member schools will not be around in 2032 Many of the schools that will be closed

will have closed because of the continued decline of their constituency or because they so overspent their
endow ments and other assets that nothing was left to fund the future. The community of schools will also
differ because new seminaries will have been founded. These schools will be related to communities of
faith that have never had a seminary, to new religious movements, or to growing religious communities
in racialfethnic populations. Seminary education is not going away. New schools will reflect the growing
edges of American religion, as they always have, while schools that close will most ty pically berelated to
religious movements that havedeclined or lost their unique identity.



Educational diversity

Theological education practices will be more diverse in almost every way. Schools will have to decide
what practices they will engage, discern why they choose the practices they do, and assess the impact on
mission and service that is inherent in their choices, Seminaries will be much more different from one
another than they are now. Even within one degree program, such as the MDiv, there will be greater
educational variability, This variability will be possible because the capacity toassess the outcomes of
learningwill have increased, and theological degree programs will be evaluated even more on the basis
of attaining the educational goals of degree programs than they arenow. There will be greater variability,
and likely more disagreement, among schools as to what constitutes “good” theological educationand
whatisneeded tosustainit. An increasingnumber of schools will have added programs that reflect
either broader dimensions of human serviceeducation, like social work, or programs for lay persons who
do not anticipate ministry -related employ ment. Still other schools will look very much like they do now
in terms of their educational programming,

The disciplinary shape of faculty

The trajectory knowledge will have no retreat from continued specialization, and ATS schools will
respond to continued specialization in one of twoways. S5ome schools will have the capacity toincrease
facully size to be able to accommaodate increasing disciplinary specializations, Schools that areable will
also need to appoint scholars whocan deal with thesocial, behavioral, anthropological, and theological
issues that accrueto religious and ministerial realities in an increasingly multiracial and multi-religious
culture. Second, the disciplinary shapes of the faculties of most seminaries will likely move in a very
different direction. Most ATS schools will not be able to keep up with thisincreasing specialization and
willneed to return toan earlier pattern of faculty workin which each professor was responsiblefor a
broader range of disciplinary areas. These faculties will consist of more generalists and fewer disciplinary
specialists. The result will be a new kind of “generalist” discipline and the need to identify the scholarly
competence appropriatetoit.

Continuation of current patterns of mstitutional support

Future financial realities will resembleand amplify the current financial status of schools, The dominant
patterns of funding will be either endow ment or current gifts from a committed constituency.
Denominational support, except for Roman Catholicschools and a handful of Protestant schools, will be
gone for all practical purposes. Schools will have expanded missions and programsinan effort to
broaden their bases of support, but individuals will continue to be the primary source of institutional
suppaort.

Different facilities

Facilities are already changing, and that change will continue. The facilities for most Protestant schools
willbe built or modified to sustain program more than community. Seminary facilities will look more like
a University of Phoenix location than a traditional liberal arts campus. They will have classrooms and
oftices, gathering spaces, and information commons, but they will not have the residential, eating, and
recreational space that support communities of people whaolive and study together. For many schools,
facilities will reflect the programimatic needs of a web of educational programming that brings more
people to campus for shorter periods of time, blends learning that is both web and classroom based,
provides classroom instruction simultaneously in multiple locations, and utilizes contexts of ministry for
more educational purposes. All of these, of course, already exist, but they exist or some schoolsand as
exceptions to the norm. In another twenty-twoyears, they will likely be thenormative pattern.



Missional theological education

Most theological schools will still have more mission than money, will have more tasks to do than can be
done, and will do most of them better than anyone thinks they can. They willaccomplish their missions
by the dedication and competence of faculty and staff. They will havere-defined their missions to fit their
workeffectively ina culturein which religion does notenjoy much cultural privilege. However, they will
need to be more missional than they currently are. Whileschools have missions, they can get by with
“mission light” because they benefit from the lingering support for their work in the church and society.
It will be different in twentv-twovears. More of the support willbe withdrawn, and schools will do what
they do only becausethey arecommitted to doing it, even at great cost. The most robust forms of
theological education will be deeply missional and entrepreneurial —which is the very way that
theological education hasbeen conducted in cultures that have been less friendly to Christianity.

The Global South

North American schools will look to the Global South for an increasingamount of the scholarship that
Christianity will need in the last half of this century. Institutions of theological education are maturingin
the Global South, and North American theological scholarshipwill beas incomplete by the mid -twenty-
first century if it does not include scholarship from the Clobal South as it would have been in the first half
of the twentieth century ifit had not looked to British and European scholarship. Thisis a substantial
shift, and the most scholarly schools within the ATS community will have made it

Conclusion

As [ have put these thoughts together, it is not clear to me whether [ am predicting what will happen or
whatisalready happening and will simply matureintoa fuller form by 2033 1f my predictions are
correct, | will celebrate the advent of some of thesenew characteristics of theological education, but T will
grieve the loss of some current characteristics. My biggest worry is bwo-pronged. On the one hand, |
worry that ATSschools will not “get” how much the church has changed or how fundamentally the
culturewill change asa function of the shift in racialfethnic composition. Too little change to
accommaodate these realities would be tragic. On the other hand, T worry that schoals, in their effort to
deal with these changing realities, will assume that more has changed than really has and consequently
change too much. Theological schools have an enduring legacy as keepers of Christian texts, history, and
theology, and in 2033, people will stillneed to know as much about those texts and that theclogy and
history. My hope is that schools in 2033 will be different in the right way and to the right degree, and
remain the same in areas crucial to extending the Christian project one more century into the future.

I spoke the other week to the board of the Episcopal Church Foundation that was meeting in Pittsburgh. |
told them that I tend to wake up worried. The way before theological schools is not completely clear;
thereare many decisions to be made; theological schools cannot afford to make many bad decisions. |
also said that T go to bed with hope. [ have seen grace find its way through one more day; [ have seen the
Gospel influence life yet once again; | haveseen the occasional speck of justiceand the abundance of
mercy; 1 go to bed in theconfidence that God will work out God's purposes; that congregations will
continue to teach and preach, worshipand serve. And, because they are communities, they will look for
leaders, and leaders will continue to look for places that can equip them for their leadership, like

seminaries,



