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A few years ago, a renowned European theologian visited Buenos Aires for a series of lectures. It was a unique opportunity to meet face to face and hear one of the most outstanding contemporary thinkers. I decided to make use of this opportunity and also share the blessing with my ministry colleagues from my church . So I attended the lecture with a member of my pastoral team. I cannot deny I was thrilled to take one of my disciples in the ministry to such a special event. The lecture was brilliant. When we left the auditorium, I decided to invite my friend to have a cup of coffee and talk about what we had just experienced. So we sat at a table in the coffee shop and I asked my young apprentice what he had learnt. He looked at me, almost embarrassed, and asked softly: “Pastor, what’s the use of all this?”.  

I do not doubt that any of us, professional theologians, might spend many hours explaining to my colleague the good and the use of the lecture we had just heard. But, to be honest, it had “no use” for him. We could rightly argue that his reasoning was too plain, and simple. We could agree that this way to think was utilitarian only focused on his immediate ministry needs. That is true; but it is also true that the lecture had “no use” for him. 

We have come to this place from all corners of the world. We come from different cultures, we belong to different families of faith and we, certainly, hold different theological views. However, I am sure that we share two very strong feelings. One is frustration, because we see that theological education is becoming more and more estranged from the reality we live in our churches. The traditional mistrust between the church and theological education has deepened. Most churches do not find any obstacle about ordaining as pastors candidates who have no formal theological education. The result is that there are millions of pastors who work in the ministry without having sat in a seminary classroom. On the other hand, we are also called here by a feeling of hope, because there are more and more people, from churches and theological education centers, who are trying to close that gap. 

This challenge is not new. Since the seventies, the matter has been debated in every meeting of theological educators. What is new is that all of us know now that it cannot stay unsolved any longer. The old question, “What does Athens have to do with Jerusalem?” we have changed now for “What does theological education have to do with the church?”.
CHURCH AND SOCIETY IN LATIN AMERICA TODAY

There is a well known story about a person who, walking by a church, saw a big ad that read, “Jesus is the answer”. Out of curiosity, he went into the church and asked the usher, “Excuse me, what is the question?”. Many times, from our theological institutions, we try to offer answers to questions the church is not asking. We offer a finished product —seminary graduates— for a church that does not exist. 

In the last twenty five years, Latin American society and Evangelical churches have undergone a profound change. Though a thorough analysis of this phenomenon is not the subject of this presentation, I do wish to mention some aspects that must be noted. 

THE SOCIETY CHANGED
The process of migration from the country to the cities —urbanization— has increased to such an extent that, today, more than 75% of the Latin American population lives in big cities. Changes in economic structures and the centralization of services and resources in cities (hospitals, schools, universities, factories, etc.) have pushed millions to the urban centers. In Argentina, for instance, out of a thirty seven million population, fourteen million people live in a 60 km radius. The old saying rings true: “God is everywhere, but His office is in the city”. The problem is not a mere demographic question. This reality affects work relationships, family structures, the habitat and the way of being church.  

Poverty and social inequality have also grown. The alliance between corrupt governments and neo-liberal politics has widened the gap between those who have more and those who have less. The consequences are increased crime rates, crowded cities and massive migration, both within Latin America and to the United States or Europe.  

As in the rest of the world, family structures and their values have changed. More than 35% of marriages end in divorce, and the number of children being raised by single parents has grown 300% in the last twenty years. It is interesting to observe a certain paradox here: while heterosexual couples divorce and have abortions, homosexuals want to get married and have children. 

Latin America is part of the globalized world, so we can see now that the most abject poverty and the fanciest displays of riches coexist, as do illiteracy and the latest technology, or homeless with cellular phones. 

Social structures have changed; economic relationships have changed; family models have changed; moral values have changed. Has theological education changed? 

THE CHURCH CHANGED
In this context that we have just briefly described, the Latin American Evangelical church has grown significantly and built a new identity in the last two decades.

Christianity came to the American continent with Catholic Spanish colonizers in 1492.  For five centuries, Catholic religiosity dominated Latin American society and culture. Among others, some of its characteristics have been the close links between Church and State, a popular religiosity marked by syncretism, Mariology as the most visible face of the Christian faith and a Christology centered on the cross rather than on the resurrection. 
From the perspective of the sociology of religion, we could say that Latin America is a Christian continent. At least, so it was held by Catholics and the first Protestant missionaries, for four centuries. However, the most “Evangelical” groups of Protestantism did not share this view, and finally, even the Catholic Church had to admit that, under an appearance of Christianity, there were customs, lifestyles and beliefs that had nothing in common with Christianity. Today, they speak of a “new evangelization”.  

We must admit, too, that Pentecostalism was the movement that had the conviction and the strength to break the inertia of Catholic religiosity and give a new face to Latin American Christianity. Today, the rates of Evangelical population in Latin America range from 5% in countries like Uruguay, to more than 50% in Guatemala.  Of those, more than 75% are Pentecostal or belong to churches with Pentecostal characteristics. 

Classic Protestantism reached the elites, but it could not reach the masses. It came to the Latin American continent with the liberal ideas of the XIX century and appealed to a rational acceptance of faith. Those who converted did so because they had come to the conclusion that there is no other mediator (saints, Virgin) between God and man, or that the Pope is not infallible; or that the Bible is the Word of God and sole rule of faith. The work of evangelization and proclamation had an apologetic component that demanded preachers with a theological formation to meet these requirements. In those circumstances, theological schools were appreciated by the quality of their teachers and because they were useful to transmit the philosophical and theological knowledge that pastors and evangelists needed. Heirs to the Reformation, Protestant churches were characterized by the quality of their preaching. In those years, end of the XIX century and first half of the XX century, several pastors and theologians wrote for the most important newspapers of the time and were renowned beyond the borders of the church for their eloquence and capacity for reflection.  

Seminaries were, then, indispensable to the ministry and the mission of the church. It is true that churches did not bring crowds and that Evangelicals were not even 1% of the population, but it is also true that this minority was socially prestigious and accepted. Both churches and Christian organizations required educated persons for their leadership. 

From the fifties, the consolidation of churches with an Evangelical background, with a strong emphasis on evangelism, and the growth of Pentecostalism allowed for the Gospel to reach the middle and lower classes. In this case, both those who received the message —people with little or no education— and those who shared it —missionaries formed in US Bible schools with a basic education— led to disregard for the requirement of theological education as essential to the ministry. It was the beginning of the separation between seminaries and churches. Theological institutions gradually became less and less of an instrument for the mission of the church, and churches felt that they no longer needed them for their work.  

SEMINARIES AND CHURCH: PARALLEL LIVES
SEMINARIES

One of the first consequences of this divorce between church and theological education was that both hid within themselves, tried to survive without the other and sought reasons to justify this way of parallel lives. 

Starting in the seventies, Bible institutes and seminaries tried to initiate a process of “indigenization” and academic excellence. By “indigenization” we mean that process by which theological institutions tried to make academic and administrative choices respond more to their context and church reality than to the missionary structure from which they depended. In most cases, not much was done. On the one hand, the strong financial dependence put a limit to those intentions. On the other, the governing structures of the national church were not willing to give up their power to decide. Ecumenical institutions were probably those who advanced more on this process, though they were also very much dependent on resources and ideology from abroad. 

Seminaries tried to have increasingly national and more educated teachers. Many of them were sent to make postgraduate studies in foreign seminaries and universities. The academic level increased. But, paradoxically, the distance between them and the church was now even greater. The model to follow was that of European or North American education centers, and the goal was to form theologians in their style. It is enough to look at the requirements for accreditation from some Latin American agencies to understand the huge gap between the graduate that the church wants and what the theological institution offers. The church sends its candidates so that they become pastors or ministry leaders, and the seminary tries to turn them into theologians.  

The basically European model of theologians/pastors failed. If this kind of ministry resulted in the death of the church in Europe, why would anyone try to impose it in the context of a church which is alive and dynamic, such as the church in Latin America? The ministry of the theologian is different from that of the pastor. It is wrong to take them as a unit, as suggested by the text of Ephesians 4.11: “pastors and teachers”. No doubt, there may be occasions in which both ministries coincide in a person, but that is not always the case. In the present of the Latin American church, that is hardly ever the case.  

Since theological institutions still fail to understand this problem, they try to supply the need by creating “ministry programs”. These, in fact, are second class alternatives that are only good to alleviate their conscience. On the one hand, the seminaries’ conscience, because they are now showing some form of concern for the ministries of the church. On the other hand, the students’ conscience, because they can boast a diploma which, though it has no full value in the academic world, helps them complies with formal requirements.  

The solution is not to form pastors and ministry leaders without tools or theological contents. The pastoral ministry must not be left in the hands of technocrats of the faith.

The attempt to create professional theologians, as shown by seminary programs, has also failed to reach its objectives. We have much less theological reflection today in Latin America than twenty years ago, though, with a simple count, we can know that we have more graduates that back then.  

What has happened? First, the economic factor —something that professionals of abstract thinking do not usually take into account— has played an important role in this situation. To put this in economic terms, we would say that seminary graduates do not find a work market. Since they cannot have a salaried ministry in the church, their chance to “live on theology” is very limited. Faced with this reality, a great majority of them develop a second vocation that helps them earn their living, and their theological vocation is relegated to the level of a church hobby. A few emigrate, mainly to the US, where they find a place to practice their vocation for a salary. The fact is, in these last decades, there has been hardly any theological production from Latin America, and there is no a contemporary Latin American theological thinking. The paradox is that one of the weakest areas is Bible study. Pastors in Latin America, today, study the Bible through Catholic authors. 

Second, unlike earlier decades, many candidates that attend seminaries today have a second vocation at the same time, prolong their studies and devote little amount and quality of time to theological reflection. As someone said once, seminaries teach the wrong things to the wrong people.  

This does not mean that there is no room for the formation of “professional” theologians. To the contrary, we emphasize that we need this kind of ministry today more than ever. The strategic error theological institutions are making is to waste human and material resources because they believe that every person who enters a seminary is a potential theologian. When that is not the candidate’s vocation, they try to convince him in any way they can. The implicit message to the student is, “If you are a capable and intelligent person, devote yourself to theology and forget the pastoral ministry. If you insist on your purpose, we can give you a lesser diploma so that you do not waste your time here”. 

A similar situation would be unthinkable in the secular world. It is as if someone who went to college to study Medicine would graduate as an economist. 

With this kind of attitudes, the gap between the church and seminaries grows wider every day. 

The challenge, as we will see later on, is to have ministry training that is theologically solid, useful for the ministry and relevant to its context.  

CHURCHES

To place all the weight of this divorce from the church on theological institutions would be wrong and unfair. 

Churches have intentionally sought to separate themselves from them, because of the risk posed by a place where there is a certain degree of freedom to see and think from a different perspective. These words have been repeated a thousand times from the pulpit: “We do not do theology here”, in a perverse attempt to justify any ideology or belief they were trying to force on the congregation without objection. Bishop Edir Macedo, founder and president of the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God said, in an book on “the liberation of theology”: “Dogmas founded on theology suppress the spontaneity of faith, and thus hinder its miraculous manifestation”.

The root of this problem is a pragmatic vision of the church that measures ministry success by the size of the congregation. The criteria of truth and faithfulness are measured with parameters different from what is taught by Scripture. According to this view, the more successful someone is in the ministry, the more they will try to hinder any theological reflection.   

We must also accept the fact that, nowadays, churches are being invaded by a “leadership for success” ideology, which attempts to turn pastors into managers. Preaching the Gospel is reduced to marketing techniques in which, naturally, theological thinking has no room. In a research on churches made in the city of Buenos Aires, in 1993, one of the findings was that the pastors of the three largest churches of the city had no theological training whatsoever.
  The conclusion, then, would be: “If you wish your church to grow, do not go to seminary”. 

In fact, we are living a degradation of the pastoral task. Ministry quality levels have dropped. The consequence most readily seen is that contemporary Evangelicals are Bible illiterates, and their faith is devoid of substance.

It is very interesting to watch some models of cell churches. In Latin America, the most popular model is that called G12 (Group of 12). In fact, it is a model of church growth based on the challenge that each believer reach twelve disciples, each of whom will, in turn, reach another twelve, and so on. It is a very rigid and structured process. All the preparation for leadership consists in imparting to each person the vision and the strategy for multiplication. The creator of this system, pastor César Castellano, argues that seminary teachings do not contribute to the vision of multiplication and are slow in forming leaders. The proposed solution is to teach them some basic concepts with the goal of having leaders formed in nine months. There is not room for theological reflection or a deep study of the Word of God in this system. The result is that hundreds of churches that tried to adopt this model in Latin America have closed their theological education programs. A new generation of “instantaneous” leaders is rising, leaders who are ignorant of the fundamental theological questions and have no tools to discern true from false.  

The enthusiasm for the spread of the church in Latin America and its growing presence in all areas of society has helped cover over a multitude of sins. But we are entering a new time. The growth rate is not as high as it used to be, the witness of the Evangelical church is weakened, and pastors are discredited in the eyes of society. Today, many are asking, Why if the church has grown, society has not changed? Together with the church, violence, alcoholism, corruption also grew. This means that, for some reason, the message of the Gospel has not affected the world, and this is not because of a Gospel weakness. We believe that this beginning of a crisis will motivate the church to revise its strategy for ministry training, among other things.   The church of the XXI century must give some serious thought to the kind of ministry it wants to form so that society is transformed by the power of the Gospel. There is an absolute need to enter a new stage where the value of the pastoral ministry and the priesthood of believers are reemphasized. This requires that we accept the use of all gifts and ministries and calls for the preparation, not only of pastors —as in the classic model—, but of all those who are called to serve. 

Once more, mission will be the convergence point between churches and theological education. 

THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION AND MISSION: THE MISSION OF THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION

At a consultation held by the Fraternidad Teológica Latinoamericana (Latin American Theological Fraternity) in Quito, Ecuador (1985), participants reached the conclusion that “theological education is training God’s people to serve the Kingdom”.

This definition introduces two key elements: “God’s people” and “serve the Kingdom”. According to this definition, theological education should not be restricted to pastors, theologians or the so-called “professionals of the religious office”. From this understanding of the universal priesthood of believers, theological education should be an instrument to prepare God’s people for works of service. Of course, we acknowledge that there are ministries that, because of their function and their complexity, require a deeper and more comprehensive training. However, the significance of this definition is that is shows clearly who we must educate (“God’s people”) and what for (“to serve the Kingdom”). One way or the other, this definition is accepted by any theological institution, but, in practice, when we see the curricula, the admission requirements and the final product expected, we realize that contemporary theological education has lost its sense of mission, which cannot be other than being an instrument for missio Dei.  

Upon analyzing the situation, we can watch the historic perspective and see how ministry schools have been closing their horizon.
  Maybe the oldest antecedent is the schools of prophets in the OT. Prophets, unlike priests, represented the charismatic, “uncontrollable” dimension of the ministry. The priest was there to preserve the structure; he was the guardian of the set order. Belonging to the priesthood was a matter of lineage, and their function was to make sure that everything would continue as it had always been. All a priest could learn was how to keep doing what had always been done.  Prophets were different. It was vocation, not lineage, what made prophets. Schools of prophets were life formers through daily discipleship. It was a training for the mission. In some ways, desert communities fulfilled a similar role. Though much more complex than schools of prophets, they studied the Holy Scriptures, practiced a holistic discipleship and were built around the concept of mission.

In the case of Jesus and His disciples, the ministry training of the latter was done on the road. Ethical and theological discussions took place in the context of the mission and for the mission. The “curriculum” of Jesus’ seminary was determined by the situation. The meaning of forgiveness, the coming of the Messianic times, eternal life, God’s love and so many other subjects came from daily dialogue with reality.  Jesus stated His teaching objective clearly from the first moment of His ministry: “I will make you fishers of men” (Mt.  4:19).

As the church took shape, new subjects and challenges arose: The introduction of gentiles in the salvation’s plan; the confrontation of the Christian faith with other cultures and religions; the statement of the basic doctrines of the Christian faith. Paul testifies that he spent three years after his conversion in Arabia (Galatians 1:17-18), remaking his Jewish theology under the light of the new faith. Years later, he would establish a center for theological and missionary training in Ephesus (Acts 19:9-10).  Timothy, Titus and Epaphras were trained there, among others. It was probably at this school that the first theological productions were compiled, especially Paul’s letters, and its graduates were church planters. The common factor of these theological and ministry training experiences was their sense of mission.  

In the first centuries, the contact with the Helenic world forced the church to enter into dialog with the culture and the philosophy of the times. The fathers of the church, apologists and the first theologians developed their thinking and trained their disciples with a missionary vision. Whether at the theological schools of Alexandria or Antioch of Syria, their main purpose was to make the Gospel message understandable and acceptable. The need to develop a theology that was understandable and acceptable within the Helenic thinking world created the need to use philosophy as vehicle and support for thought. Thus, a specialized ministry was born within the church, that of theologians or doctors of the faith. However, though theological reflection pertained to a small circle of people, these churches kept the missionary vision. It was not theology for theology’s sake, but theology for the mission.  

In the Middle Ages, the clergy had the monopoly of the sacred texts, liturgy and the sacraments. Then the Protestant Reformation broke in, aimed at ending this monopoly by calling all to a universal priesthood and promoting the cause of education. The Academy of Geneva, founded and supported by Calvin (1559) was to be credited for the theological and ministry training of hundreds of pastors and missionaries. The goal was to train leaders for the church and the civil government. Antonio Barro describes Calvin’s vision in the following way: 

“In order to fulfill his purpose, Calvin imposed a rigorous academic discipline. Students received a broad humanistic formation, emphasizing languages and effective verbal and written communication. Calvin’s idea was that, once they were well trained, students could go back to their countries and spread the Gospel as missionaries. In this sense, he intended to turn Geneva into a missionary center to spread the Reformation and its teachings across Europe and the rest of the world”.
 

The emphasis on academic matters grew in Protestant churches, resulting in the “Schools of Theology”. Over time, these “schools” became established. At the same time, another model of theological education appeared which took the characteristics of the Catholic seminaries created in times of the Counter-Reformation. Thus, seminaries and then Bible schools were born. These last two focus more on the personal and ministry training of students, rather than on academic training.  

However, the three models —School of Theology, Seminary and Bible School— though born in different circumstances and contexts, slowly began to focus their vision on the merely academic aspects, at the expense of ministry and missions. Probably due to the influence of the “academic world”, or the rationalist pressure of modernism, efforts are now focused on reaching the highest academic levels.

While this happens, the church perceives that theological institutions have their own agenda, discuss subjects that only matters to them and see missions and ministries as a secondary burden within the curriculum. 

In Latin America, seminaries are under the pressure of students who wish to have diplomas that are officially accepted by governments. In a sense, it is positive that a graduate can have a diploma which allows him to develop other functions within society. On the other hand, however, in that case, curricula would have to be adapted to the parameters set by the State, which would restrict the contents wanted by the church and the flexibility of the program. Within this system, it would be increasingly difficult to introduce changes, and this, in turn, might, in a short time, separate churches from seminaries even more.

CLOSING THE GAP

A MINISTERIAL TRAINING THAT IS THEOLOGICALLY SOLID

Due to our insistence on the fact that the goal of theological education is missio Dei, it could be mistakenly supposed that we are leaving theological subjects aside and only care about those that are related to some area of ministry practice. Not so. Knowledge and theological reflection are the pillars of any process of ministry training. The problem is that theology schools do theological thinking with their eyes on the back. They suppose that theological quality and depth can be measured by our ability to deal with theological names, tendencies and currents. It is an archeological theology, which rejoices in discovering and rediscovering elements of tradition. In this game, a good theologian is the one who knows to perfection what Barth, Tillich, Calvin or Bultmann thought. From the point of view of a live and contemporary church, when this knowledge is not related to the mission, then, it is a waste of time. The church loses, then, the riches of Christian thinking in its tradition. What theologian educators do not realize is that those who excelled in their thinking in the past did so because they knew how to relate their ideas to the challenges of their times.

A theologically solid ministerial training must have its roots in the past, but its eyes set on the future. What does it mean to make theology of the future? It is not false prophetism nor fortune telling. It is to know how to discern the signs of the times show the way and help the church understand and get ready for challenges. The velocity of social, technological and cultural changes demands increasingly faster answers from the church. Seminaries should train theologically for the world of tomorrow. If they did, one hundred percent of pastors and leaders would want to study there. That is how the secular world moves. Today, the price of gold, wheat or cattle in the year 2010 is known in the future markets of London, Chicago or Tokyo. We know that the latest model of computer or cell phone being sold today was invented five years ago. The models which will be the latest in five years are being invented today. Nobody buys new things; we all buy outdated gadgets. What room is there in our seminaries for the theology of the future?  

A theologically solid ministerial training knows how to relate theological reflection to spirituality. In our theology schools, as academic level rises, spirituality tends to drop, as if there were some kind of contradiction between them. When the church does not find a place to form its leaders in devotion and spirituality in the seminary, it ends up creating its own programs, so as to make sure that education is provided in a live context. We must recognize here that not all churches have the same expectations. Those with roots in the Reformation will privilege academic aspects over spirituality. They may argue that spirituality is not a matter that pertains to the theological institution, but to the church. On the other hand, churches from the Evangelical tradition will privilege the elements of spirituality over the academic. As usual, the solution is not found in the extremes. We need a spirituality that has theological foundations and a theology that is taught spiritually. If this is so, we must revise the spiritual requirements for our faculty. Academic degrees are not enough if they are not coupled with a surrendered life.

Gouveia Mendonca says about spirituality in theological formation:

“… we must overcome the dichotomy between the spiritual and the intellectual. The Christian tradition is made up of these two aspects of religious life: feeling and knowing. Both cannot be in conflict or exclude the other, so barriers must be overcome by the principle of totality (principo de la totalidad). The principle of totality is the concept that theology is a whole made up of the theologian’s biography, the circumstances of his time and the elements of universality included in his thinking”.

A theologically solid ministerial training will be that which is capable of articulating the Word of God, theological reflection and missio Dei.  When the study of God’s Word only focuses on Bible text study, theology only satisfies itself, and mission is left aside, all work is useless. On the contrary, if we were able to integrate Bible, theology and mission, theological formation might begin to make sense for the student and for the church.  

THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION WHICH IS USEFUL FOR THE MINISTRY

One of the problems we have in the relationship between church and theological education is that the latter has had a very narrow vision of whom to teach. One of the characteristic emphases of Protestantism, the priesthood of all believers, has not been reflected in seminaries’ goals and curricula. It is true that there have been some attempts to open theological education to other ministries, but they have not been enough. We have already pointed out that curricula are created in such a way that priority is given to making, first, theologians; then, pastors; and finally, the curriculum includes a few courses for other ministries. Theological schools in Latin America still look up to their sisters in Europe or the United States as models to follow. This view leads them to use any human or material resources they have to that end. 

The church in Latin America is a live, growing church that works by the involvement of many of their members in the ministry. Contrary to what happens in the United States or Europe,  these ministries are non-salaried; those who serve in them are bi-vocational, and they have had no training other than what they could receive at their own church. As to pastors —exception made of those from mega-churches—, the number of those who have a secular job besides the pastorate is increasing. 

Any education that is useful for the ministry will develop an education methodology and curricula contents in view of this reality. It is not church ministries that must adapt to the seminaries’ pattern; it is the seminaries that must adapt to the situation of the church. 

Which methodology must be used so that all can study? The answers given by theological institutions reflect their ideology. They have a program of traditional methodology and contents. They teach Bible languages, several subjects on theology and history, preaching and a few more “practical” others. That is the “serious” program. Then, the most sensitive institutions have other programs, with intensive courses and more ministry-oriented contents. These are second level programs which usually do not get as many credits as the former. The result is that, today, we do not have fully prepared theologians neither ministers. 

An education which is useful for the ministry must be made for people who are bi-vocational, with contents that span the complexity and plurality of church ministries. The curriculum should include bioethics, social sciences (politics, economy, contemporary thought, etc.), leadership, globalized world, new technologies, untraditional families, post-modern church, new religiosity, etc.  

But we also need theologians. The church needs to be willing to invest time and resources in the formation of the doctors of the faith. Today, we suffer an invasion of all kinds of doctrines and theological fads. Church thinking lacks not only depth, but also discernment. The Latin American church is paying a high price for having given up on forming theologians and having settled for superficial activism. Investing in theologians is not a luxury but a need that can no longer be put off. At the same time, theological institutions must know that churches will support the formation of theologians when they discover that what those theologians deliver is related to the life and the mission of the church.  Today’s theologians cannot be the archeologists of a dead church, but the visionaries of a church that is alive. 

THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION RELEVANT TO ITS CONTEXT 

Theological education cannot remain unchanged, as if nothing happened around, while the world and the church change. A theological education that is relevant to its context is that which is planned from a given context for a given context. Theology becomes truly universal when it is deeply contextual.  

A central subject in the agenda of Latin American churches is the transformation of society. We live the paradox that, as the church has grown, society has deteriorated. It is not that the church is guilty of these evils, but it is responsible for not having influenced society with the values of God’s Kingdom. Many churches, today, wonder how to do that. Some try ways that are almost magical, anointing cities with oil from a plane. Others choose politics, and we see then that in each country, dozens of pastors propose themselves as “Evangelical” candidates who will change society by means of political involvement. Should not seminaries be the places to discuss and propose these subjects? Should not seminaries be the places where leaders are formed who will influence society? Are these matters included in seminary agendas? 

A theological education that is relevant to its context is that which, today, in Latin America, takes the challenges of a postmodern, hedonist and superficial religiosity seriously. What is the ministry strategy for this kind of church? How do we prepare the ministries of a postmodern church? 

A theological education that is relevant to its context will work through the problem of power and powers. How is the struggle against spiritual powers included in the curriculum? Shall we continue to exclude them from theological reflection and ministry training as we have done during all the period of rationalist modernism? Shall we leave this subject in the hands of improvised apprentices of witch doctors with a pastor’s diploma? But, besides spiritual powers, there is the specific, historical power, and the struggle for power. What else is the current proliferation of apostles, but a fleshy struggle for power? How can a seminary train servant apostles instead of megalomaniac monarchs?  

We could keep asking questions endlessly, but there are two key questions that every theological institution that attempts to be contextually relevant must answer: Are we helping to understand the world and, as a result, transform it? Are we helping to understand the church and, as a result, influence its mission and its ministry? 

I humbly propose that those of us who are part of theological education, teachers, theologians, seminaries, churches, managers, strategists, walk the way of the cross. That is, let us be willing to crucify our old strategies, our old methodologies, our irrelevant programs, to give way to something new. The gap between theological education and the church will not be closed by superficial arrangements, or by adopting the newest methodology. This will be possible when we humbly acknowledge our failure, put everything at the feet of the cross and are willing to be part of the new thing God wants to do.

Do we have the courage to do this?
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