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Spirituality and Public Character:
A Qualitative Cross-Sectional Study of
Master of Divinity Students in Toronto

Jeffrey P. Greenman and Yau Man Siew
Tyndale Seminary

ABSTRACT: The purpose of this qualitative, cross-sectional study of Master
of Divinity students in Toronto was to explore their understandings of
spirituality and its relationship to public lifeand social issues. While there were
shared themes in the seminarians’ perceptions of spirituality across the
theological traditions, this study demonstrates that significant differences
exist regarding how spirituality is best expressed. Apart from students in the
Jesuit tradition, there was little connection between Christian spirituality and
public life. The article concludes with theological reflections and educational
implications.

Introduction

Spiritual formation, along with theological learning and professional compe-
tence, are three widely accepted goals of theological education. Knowledge in
both biblical and theological disciplines have clear and established criteria
within the theological curriculum. Most seminary programs include a field
education component as well as practical ministry courses to help develop
skills necessary for pastoral leadership. However, despite some foundational
courses in spirituality and the existence of chapel services, seminary adminis-
trators and faculty members sometimes seem uncertain about how to foster the
spiritual growth of their students or how torelate spirituality to the “academic”
offerings. Indeed, relatively little is known about the nature of spirituality
among seminarians, and how spiritual formation is affected through theologi-
cal education.

The Public Character of Theological Education project examined the ways
in which seminaries prepare men and women for leadership in publiclife and
explored seminaries’ public presence and public voice in their respective
communities. In light of renewed attention being given to spiritual formation
in most theological schools, as well as the North American trend toward
embracing a bewildering variety of “spiritualities,” a central question emerg-
ing in the project is how seminarians related spirituality to public life or social
issues. To help answer this question, some corollary questions need to be
answered. In the first place, how is spirituality conceived among seminarians?
What beliefs and values do they hold about spirituality, and what are some of
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the major influences shaping these beliefs prior to their seminary experience?
What impact does the seminary experience have on these beliefs and values?
How, if any, have their views on spirituality changed through their seminary
experience, and why? Answers to these questions not only will provide a
clearer understanding of how current seminarians view spirituality, but also
will help educators to identify fundamental presuppositions that shape their
students’ perspectives on the relationship between Christian faith and public
life,

Our aim in this study is to understand spirituality from the perspective of
the seminarians. It is an attempt to “put our ears to the ground,” so to speak,
and to describe the phenomenon from an insider’s perceptions, rather than
imposing outside definitions. This is in line with “grounded theory” in ethnog-
raphy, where the theory of a culture is grounded in the empirical data of
cultural description.! Clifford Geertz speaks of the “thick description” that
forms the basis for skillful anthropological inquiry.? To this end, we sought to
listen carefully to what seminarians said during in-depth interviews and to
collect verbatim quotations. Sound qualitative research involves a careful
selection of quotations that are typical or characteristic of the phenomenon
described.?

Problem Statement and Research Method

The purpose of this study was to identify the beliefs and attitudes of Master
of Divinity students in Toronto concerning their understanding of spirituality
and its relationship to public life and social issues. Our research began by
sending a letter of intent to the principals or academic deans of five theological
seminaries in the Toronto area. One of the researchers followed up with a
personal meeting with each principal or dean to explain the details of the study
and to answer any questions related to the study. During this visit, we
requested a room for the interviews tobe conducted in private, as well as a copy
of the list of students enrolled in the Master of Divinity program.

Only two seminaries allowed us access to student lists, and only on site.
From these lists, subjects were randomly selected from each of the three years
of the program. The principals or academic deans in the other three seminaries
assigned students for the study as required by our methodology, according to
the gender balance and stages of completion in the program.

After the school obtained the consent of the subjects to participate in the
study, we made appointments to interview the subjects. The semi-structured
interviews were carried out in the rooms provided for the interviews at the
participating seminaries. During the interview we reviewed the purpose of the
study and thanked the subjects for their participation. The subjects were
requested to report information about their demographic and religious back-
ground by completing a data sheet. The subjects were informed that their
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spirituality. In contrast, subjects from the Presbyterian tradition demonstrated
a greater diversity of approaches. In addition to Scripture reading, prayer, and
worship, subjects also noted the importance of paying attention to dreams,
keeping “soul friends,” and journaling.

When we probed their expression of spirituality, many subjects pointed to
the evidence of “Christ-like” character in a spiritual person, such as humility,
service, or loving concern for others. Several subjects identified “peace” or
“tranquillity” as a defining mark of a spiritual person.

Sometimes you meet someone and there is a certain calm, there is a certain
presence about that person. . . a peaceful presence, a kind of sturdiness,
almost as though they are rooted somehow. Rooted and peaceful—it s just
the feeling I get from the person. (A32)

Almost all subjects, in both United Church and Presbyterian traditions,
said that spirituality is expressed in some kind of visible, caring, or compas-
sionate action. In many cases, the students used the category of “service” and
spoke of caring action lived out in the wider community or “outside the
church,” going beyond the fellowship of congregational life, in order to
“encompass the whole of life.”

[E]xpressed as action, daily reflection and integration, action—things an
individual does that makes them feel they are living out their faith, service
projects, spending time with important people in their lives. People who
are spiritual often give off this vibe of good community.... They carry their
faith with them in personal reflection, lived-out action and community,
beyond the church. (A12)

To become. . . as a way of connecting yourself to God. . . I guess in some
ways God’s work, we are asked to participate in reaching out to commu-
nity—whether it is just the local community or the international commu-
nity. (B12)

... justice—it could be on a big scale or on a small scale. Some people are
called to justice work nationally or internationally. For me, I am called to
justice on a micro-scale—of working with the youth and teaching them
about justice, and smiling to people on the street, being kind to the cashier
during Christmas time who is flooded with a line-up. And being friendly
with the people that [ work with in my daughter’s nursery school. (A22)

One subject, from the Presbyterian tradition, best encapsulated this typical
line of thought when he said that spirituality is “the incarnation of God’s love
in humanity.” (B11)
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Turning next to the evangelical students, their definitions of spirituality
and understanding of how it is nurtured were consistent. Almost all subjects
in the evangelical tradition, both Anglican and transdenominational, define
spirituality as the development of one’s personal relationship with God,
founded upon Christ. Spiritual formation is the process of growth in one’s
spirituality over time. Spirituality is nurtured through the disciplines of
prayer, Bible reading, and fellowship within the Christian community. The
clear goal is Christ-like character. In contrast to the transdenominational
evangelical tradition, all subjects in the Anglican tradition cited the benefits of
a spiritual mentor and the importance of community.

In terms of the expression of spirituality, almost all the subjects, in both the
Anglican and transdenominational evangelical contexts, mentioned that spiri-
tuality is expressed by a demonstration of Christian character (holiness,
humility, obedience to God’s will, deep prayer lives, discernment) most
notably, the “fruit of the Spirit.” Several subjects mentioned the qualities of
“peace” and “inner joy” as particularly important.

Someone who values other people, someone who respects other people.
guess certain qualities you pick up in what Paul writes, patience, kindness,
self-control. (C31)

There are a couple of women in my church that are spiritual—I call them
that because they have incredible prayer lives. God speaks through them
.. . they have incredible discernment. The fruits of the Spirit are very
evident in their lives. . . (D32)

There are two things I look for. One would be evidence of the fruits of the
Spirit. ... Along with that would be a mark of obedience, of self-surrender,
and a longing to do God’s will. (D11)

In sharp contrast to subjects from the mainline Protestant tradition, caring
and compassionate engagement in the wider community is entirely missing
from the definitions of spirituality among subjects in the evangelical tradition.
One subject mentior:2d that the goal of spiritual formationis “to represent Jesus
in this world.”

At the most basic level subjects from the Jesuit tradition see spirituality as
the cultivation of one’s relationship with God. However, the emphasis is on
developing this relationship in community with others and upon an ongoing
process of “discernment.” Here, the person enters into dialogue with self, in
relationship with others and God. Many students referred to spirituality as
nurtured througha three-fold dynamic of study, engagement with the commu-
nity, and personal prayer.



Spirituality and Public Character: A Qualitative Cross-Sectional
Study of Master of Divinity Students in Toronto

Spirituality can be nurtured by learning—an academic approach. It is also
nurtured in practice—I am going out there and living out my spirituality.
And I think, importantly it is nurtured through dialogue with God,
through prayer. These things do not exist in isolation. At one time or
another in a person’s life, one area may be more dominant. (E11)

While spirituality is seen as the cultivation of one’s relationship with God,
subjects consistently said that spirituality infuses all aspects of life. There is no
fragmentation between Christian faith, daily work, church ministry, personal
prayer, and community involvement.

[Someone who) is involved in relationship with the community, who has
not fragmented herself into different parts—this is my work over here, this
is my home over here, this is my church over here. It is a moment by
moment living of her life, in which she reflects the gospel values. Where her
prayer life is incorporated with how she lives her life. (E32)

One subject sums up spirituality as “the spiritual aspect of being human.”
(E31B)

How do current seminarians define spirituality? Seminarians in all theo-
logical traditions commonly understand spirituality as the development of
one’s “relationship” or “connection” with God founded upon Christ, through
the practice of certain disciplines. However, there is significant difference in
how spirituality should be expressed. Seminarians in the mainline Protestant
traditions feel strongly that spirituality involves some kind of caring and
compassionate social action in the wider community. Seminarians in the
evangelical traditions largely view spirituality as personal piety and cultiva-
tion of the fruit of the Spirit. Seminarians in the Jesuit tradition view spirituality
more holistically, noting an inseparable connection between faith, work, study,
and community involvement.

What are some major sources of influence to these perceptions?

Responses from subjects representing all the theological traditions were
analyzed together. We were struck that a majority of the subjects noted that
their family was a primary source of spiritual influence before coming to
seminary. Sometimes it is the direct guidance of parents, other times it is the
quiet witness of one of their relatives, or the values these relatives hold about
the importance of faith or church. Parents, and in some cases grandparents,
established important spiritual foundations through medelling faith and ex-
emplifying religious convictions.

My grandmother. . . is a determined, passionate Christian—just her lived
example. She had great trouble expressing her faith in words, but she lived
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a holy life. There was an implicit connection between her obvious love for
people and her faith in God. (C31)

Family of origin is also important in giving me a sense of spirituality. . ..
Though their doctrine might be different, their sense of belief and commit-
ment and personal, deep commitment to a spiritual reality and to God is
something I was given by them. (E22)

Many subjects also said the church was important. The influence of the
church ranged from the pastor’s sermon or counsel, to Bible stories in Sunday
school and being in fellowship groups within the church community. In
particular, we noticed that many subjects emphasized the role of a key
individual in the church—such as a pastor, retreat speaker, or youth group
leader—whose personal support or intervention in their lives made a signifi-
cant difference.

After family and church, there were a number of factors that exerted
somewhat less influence. A significant number of subjects recalled how a
“personal crisis” prompted them toward a journey of faith. Others cited the
importance of reading certain works of Christian literature as the beginning of
a spiritual pilgrimage. A small number of subjects, all from the Jesuit tradition,
said that mentors were important in sharing faith stories in the context of
spiritual friendships. Others, within the evangelical tradition, pointed to
friends who encouraged them to grow in their faith.

How, if at all, has their seminary experience affected these
perceptions?

Almost all the subjects from the mainline Protestant schools said the
seminary experience laid strong theological foundations. Their perceptions
ranged from developing important frameworks for life and ministry, to help-
ing them read the Bible afresh, to gaining perspectives from different theologi-
cal traditions.

Subjects within the United Church tradition noted that while their encoun-
ter with broauer theological viewpoints was at times disturbing, most appre-
ciated the opportunity it offered to articulate their faith more thoughtfully. In
contrast, many subjects within the Presbyterian tradition said that the critical
approach to biblical studies undermined faith. Indeed, some contemporaries
had even given up their faith.

At times I would be frustrated. You would think that in a seminary you
would be nurtured in your spiritual growth. Yet, in so many ways, it was
torn out from us. . . . Yes, and [ had classmates who lost their faith—some
left ministry, and some couldn’t stand against the teaching that we re-
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ceived and so they bought into it, and I would say have less faith when they
graduated than when they first started. (B32)

There are times in some of the studies, where you will be reading some of
the interpreters and you say, “What is happening here, is there a God?”
You are forced to the other end in terms of questioning your faith, in terms
of questioning your beliefs. You listen to the philosophers, “Is there really
a God? Is all this a lot of hogwash?” You get this theory, and that theory,
and this theory, and all the arguments, and you go back and look at the
“garbage” in the OT, and you say, “How could God ler that happen?”
Almost to the point that on the one hand you are growing in your
spirituality and on the other hand, they try to rip it out of you. (B31)

A significant number of subjects, from United Church and Presbyterian
traditions, said that academic study, while valuable, also discouraged spiritu-
ality. They suggested that their concerns arose in several instances from the
pressures of academic study, made worse by a lack of integration in the
classroom and a jam-packed curriculum in a very tight schedule.

Ifind it really hard . .. especially when I am at school because I find that I
just have so much work to do that it is really hard for me to practice my
spirituality. Actually it makes me feel quite guilty a lot of the time, because
I spend so much time learning about my faith, about God and what God
calls me to do and then have to go home and do assignments about them
instead of spending time integrating it. (A12)

Also,Iam forced to. . . the academic pressures dampen the spiritual being
in me because you are so busy working on the academics, you are not
focusing on developing spirituality. (B11)

... most of the students here are commuter students, they are older and
married with families, and they don’tlive in Toronto, they commute. They
are only on campus for the three days that classes are offered. All of us, for
three days of the week are jam-packed from 9:30AM to 8:30PM, fitting in
everything to accommodate the commuter students who then go home.
People like me, who are single and without family commitments, are then
left here—the community leaves every week. This is also a real spiritual
struggle. (A12)

Some subjects, from both mainline traditions, believe that the schools do
not emphasise spirituality because they view themselves more as academic
institutions than as formation centres.
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I don’t know that the College actually does anything towards spirituality.
I can appreciate that because it is an academic institution, and that’s what
it is about—the transmission of knowledge here and making sure the
students have X amount of knowledge to be able to understand at a certain
level. I personally find the College is draining of spirituality. (B31)

It’s not something that is talked about—I don’t think there is a great deal
of attention paid to spiritual formation. I think part of it is the structure of
the school—it is a two-day a week, commuter school. . . . Part of it is the
discussion of whether we are a seminary or an education centre. . .
theological education is probably the main area, but spiritual formation is
not a focus of the College, it is not talked about. (A32)

During such times, some subjects from the Presbyterian tradition, found
support within student community groups which developed spontaneously.

I found among my fellow peers that we could find some relief in spiritu-
ality. We would pray for each other, and I could see concerns for one
another. . . we did these on our own. We happened to meet in the student
lounge and so we talked about issues. We shared the spiritual enlighten-
ment that we might have gotina certain class. I feel thatsome of the prayers
at the start and end of the class are “rehearsed,” it did not feel genuine.
(B11)

Turning now to the evangelical students, from both transdenominational
and Anglican traditions, almost all subjects said that the seminary positively
influenced their spirituality. Subjects from the transdenominational evangeli-
cal tradition appreciated the school’s multidenominational diversity, which
often prompted a deeper understanding of one’s own faith tradition. Subjects
from the Anglican tradition particularly appreciated the models of ministry,
either from professors in class or supervisors at fieldwork.

There was one lecture in one of my courses, it was done by different
lecturers every week. One of them certainly had an axe to grind. [t was very
much political in orientation, and I disagreed with most of what he said.
And. . . but one of the high points of the lecture was the response given by
...the principal. He gave a lovely response—he said just about everything
I'was thinking. He has actually been a very great help. He is very accessible
and heisavery good man, and he s incredibly sharp. I have listened to him
speak on several occasions now and I have got a great deal of respect for
him and I am learning a lot from him. (C11)

While all subjects in both evangelical traditions acknowledged the positive
impact of academic study, all subjects, in the Anglican tradition, said rigorous
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academic study also hampered faith. Most subjects felt rigorous study took
time away from being in God’s presence, challenged foundatiomal beliefs,
made faith dry, and strained family life.

On the other hand, seminary is so much like ‘boot camp’ and it is so
demanding that it is very difficult to maintain the amount of time that I
spent with God before on a daily basis. It's been a real struggle to maintain
that. And I succeeded for the most part, except for the last three weeks
where it has fallen apart (sigh). (C12)

I think I have a sense of how fragile our spiritual lives can be. I should speak
directly to the point. . . we study Scripture, we read theology, we struggle
with various disciplines. So spirituality becomes homework in a sense. So
at the end of the day, I don't read from my Bible you know. I am more
inclined to go for a walk, call up a friend to go to the pub. The odd thing
happens—your spiritual life becomes objectified—it becomes your job,
your task, your homework. . . . Obviously your spirituality becomes
compromised, unless you counter that complacency with a really disci-
plined prayer life. In this sense, our spiritual life is fragile. (C31)

[TThe family and Christian life is very much valued in the classroom and
by professors. This is very much talked about, and everyone puts a high
value on that. But, on the other hand, it seems like for three years, you really
have to neglect a big part of your life to be able to manage the workload of
seminary. So, although most of us can find some kind of balance, it is a real
struggle. It is very difficult on the families, very difficult. (C12)

Students at this Anglican college consistently highlighted the value of

community and the school’s attempt to provide some structure for it to happen.
However, one subject noted that community mostly happens serendipitously,
not as something that can be planned.

10

Oh, we are constantly being lectured about community. . .. [A] critique of
individualism, a critique of the idea that we can know God all by ourselves.
We tend to live in a highly individualistic society and I think the church is
trying to counter that a little. We are being lectured about community
here—sometimes I think it is a little overdone. (C31)

Iapplaud the school for providing some of the structure for that to happen.
Wehave aretreat at the beginning of the year, and I think that is great. That
helps to see where people are at spiritually. I think it is good to create that
stage, but I don’t think we can impose what shall happen. (C31B)
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Many subjects, in the Anglican tradition, expressed the value of spiritual
direction in their seminary experience. The Anglican seminary provides a
spiritual director for any student who desires one. Spiritual direction is helpful
for accountability, providing a friend along the journey of faith.

Well, [ have had a spiritual mentor for a year and a half now, and I find it
extremely helpful. This is something that my seminary also provides. And
the advantage of having a spiritual mentor is that it helps to. . . keep you
accountable, but it also helps to have an opportunity to articulate your
journey with someone who is very grounded in Christ, who can help you
see what you cannot see for yourself. (C12)

The Jesuit students clearly affirm that study is closely related to life in
Ignatian spirituality. Study, for them, is not just the acquisition of knowledge,
butis the process of reflecting upon truths and personally engaging the content
of their studies, for the development of one’s life and ministry. One subject
shared how this approach tostudies contrasted with the approach of professors
in other schools within the Toronto School of Theology consortium.

[The college] is a Jesuit school and so the whole idea about reflection-
action, reflection-action-reflection and contemplation in between. .. . Ido
notice the difference between how the professors are engaging me here.
Not that one system is better than another—I want to make that qualifica-
tion. The professors here encourage. . . I think we speak the same lan-
guage—at least myself and the professors here, in that they are encourag-
ing me to be reflective, not just pouring in the information. They are doing
that, but at the same time, they are also engaging me in a dialogue ata more
personal, affective level. Which then forces me to engage in a dialogue with
myself and be reflective on it. Whereas my professors from the other
schools—there is not much of a dialogue going on, it is more you are here
to learn and you learn this. . . . I mean studies now, at this stage of my
formation, are not about myself anymore. The focus has changed—Iamnot
hereto geithe highestgradelcan,Iamhere tolearn,asmuchasIcan.Idon't
mean this as any kind of cliché, or me being humble. I really do seeitas an
opportunity to learn, to make me a better pastor, to make me a better
companion of Jesus. (E11)

Other subjects observed that the school highlights the importance of
spirituality, either through the provision of spiritual direction or the modeling

of professors who integrate spirituality in their classes.

Certainly through spiritual direction. I have been really grateful for that. I
think I did not have any idea when I started the M.Div. program, that it

11
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would be required. They are really conscientious about making sure that
you grow spiritually. If you are stuck, they ask you why. They are still in
the process of further developing the program. During the interviews, they
will ask how it is going spiritually, how your academics relate to your own
spiritual development. They will get information from your history—I
think it is really important to do that. The other thi,"\g is reflection. Itis done
in a way that is not intimidating and in a very supportive way. I felt very
endorsed by that. (E22)

I just sat in the corner just with the tears flowing—I wasn’t :rying but I
could not stop the tears. The Dean was in the other corner and he saw what
was happening. When the class ended, everybody started talking. He got
up toleave and [ got up and just made a beeline for the washroom thinking,
Idon’t think I could hold myself any longer. [ am finished, | am leaving and
I am not coming back. I can’t even complete this term. He was waiting
around the corner and he came, and figuratively, just picked me off the
floor and dusted me off. He said, “You are going to be OK with this. Cry,
you are grieving. It is OK for you to be doing this. I want to see you in my
office.” Ijust look him in the eye and said, “I can’t do this. I can’t be in this
class anymore. I can’t hear anymore of this. Iam too raw.” He literally took
the time—and he was so busy—with the ATS study, all the classes he was
doing, all the students he mentors. He took the time to be with me, to sit
with me, to talk with me, to help me through, to mentor me, to say, “You
can finish this.” He helped me develop a plan for January to cutback onmy
studies, to finish my spiritual direction course I started in the fall, to take
just one course. If it had not been for that experience of him, who is such a
deeply spiritual man, who just cares so much, who was so inclusive, so
hospitable, and who constantly goes outside of himself but welcomes what
is given back to him. He is my mentor, my model. That experience just
changed my situation completely—it changed me even more. I realize this
is what spirituality in ministry is all about—what he was able to do with
and for me. (E32)

Three subjects were deeply impressed by the spirit of hospitality and

inclusion, as part of the culture of the school. This is expressed in a variety of
ways—from being open to the contributions of laypersons in class, to a
gracious respect for different approaches to the spiritual life.

12

There is a great respect for the variety of spiritualities. In the past I have
often felt like my way of making sense of God in the world—spirituality
that is unorthodox but in keeping with the Christian tradition. Here, I



Jeffrey P. Greenman and Yau Man Siew

found really authentic feedback on my ownbeliefs, without criticism. They
were just very respectful. That this college can hold the diversity of
communities is very impressive. (E22)

How does seminary education affect the spirituality of students? All
seminarians, irrespective of theological traditions, shared an appreciation both
for the efforts being made by their institutions to provide resources or oppor-
tunities to strengthen their spiritual lives, as well as for the valuable contribu-
tion of the seminary programs in laying strong biblical and theological foun-
dations. However, seminarians from the mainline Protestant traditions, espe-
cially the Presbyterians, found that a critical approach to biblical studies
undermined and even eroded faith. Almost all subjects, both mainline and
evangelical, commented that the personal demands of rigorous academic
study dampened or threatened their spiritual lives. However, seminarians in
the Jesuit tradition have a more integrated view of faith and learning, with
professors modeling integration of study, prayer, ministry, and the provision
of spiritual direction.

How do seminarians perceive the relationship between spirituality
and public life?

Almost all the subjects, in both the United Church and Presbyterian
traditions, believed that spirituality is linked to public life and social issues.
Often these subjects critiqued the vertical-horizontal line axis metaphor as
being “too linear” and provided other metaphors such as a “circle,” “straight
line,” “ascending spiral,” or “double-helix.” Other subjects critiqued the axis
metaphor as an “inadequate” model, as social engagement is the “natural
outgrowth” of faith.

As a basic model it is fine. You deal here on a level with other human
beings, and you look heaven-ward and there is God. .. . Over the course of
my time here, L hold less to a history with a teleological end. Now, I see God
ir. evolution—we are part of the creation, and we work with God. Now, I
see God more ghead, not up there in ethereal mansion. All humanity and
Iwillend up with God. In asense, it brings down, so there is no axis—there
is a straight line, God and humanity. We are on a journey to perfection.
When 1 look ahead of me, I see God ahead. God wants to be here with
everybody and God is all around. (B31)

I think it is probably too strictly defined. I wouldn't think of it like that. I
would think of it as something more integrated. Instead of two axes, . .. the
metaphor I heard recently is the double helix from biology, where things
are intertwined so completely that they are distinct, but yet they are

13
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definitely the same. For me, that represents spirituality much better than
two axes, which we can then separate. Because I don’t think that without
a connection to God we have a connection to other people. Without a
connection to other people I don’t think we have a connection to God. So,
for me, if I had to represent it, it has to be much more integrated than the
two axes. (All)

One subject summed up their perspectives well when she said that failure
to go out to the community is “failing God” and “not being Christlike.” (B11)

In contrast to subjects from the mainline Protegtant traditions, not one
subject from the evangelical tradition critiqued the gis metaphor of spiritual-
ity. Indeed, almost all subjects expressed that the model represented spiritual-
ity well in that God and people were involved. In virtually every case, their
discussion of the model emphasized the vertical axis, or interpreted the
horizontal axis as subordinate to the vertical. In addition, subjects often
provided a biblical basis for their responses.

I think it is accurate. You see both axes at work in Christ’s life. I mean he
does this all the time—he goes away and prays by himself on the mountain,
and then he comes back and talks to his disciples. In the Gospel of John, he
continually talks about his relationship to the Father, and yet, he speaks of
that to his disciples and to other people. And of course, if we take the
incarnation seriously—the incarnation is the point where the two axes
meet. God who is ultimately vertical, enters our horizontal world—I think
that is good theology. (C31)

While subjects speak of engagement with other people, the emphasis very
clearly was upon Christian fellowship rather than non-Christian neighbors,
and particularly upon being accountable for one another’s spiritual lives
within the Christian community.

Yeah, I think that is a reasonable model because spirituality has other
people involved. First of all there is the Lord, of course, but without the
community aspect, we don’t share in that together. When the Bible speaks
of “you,” it is the “you” plural—so it is both the individual and the
community aspects. . . we share our struggles and successes. In our
spiritual lives we encourage each other to maintain a close relationship
with God. In a large community setting, it would be public worship—be it
in music or prayer or the whole worship experience. (D21)

In all the responses and examples given about how to represent spiritual-
ity, there was a notable absence of engagement with the larger social commu-
nity. Only one among the twelve subjects was critical of too much of a “church
slant” in the evangelical seminary tradition.
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If I can be a little critical. I think the one thing that was a little lacking was.
... OK, evidently this has something to do with my slant—it has to do with
the whole idea of social justice, of putting your faith into the world. I come
back to experience. In the seminary we have to do our placements in the
church, especially for me asIam in the pastoral program. There is not a lot
of emphasis of putting your faith into the world. That is my criticism of the
church in the world—we do not emphasize the fact that it is good to help
out at a shelter, that it is good to do food banks and things like that. . . . It
should certainly be taught, butIam not sure how practical itis to encourage
this in the seminary. You go to a seminary to be a pastor. I think we need
to take away the church slant and give it a world slant. (D32)

Among the Jesuit students, all subjects pointed to a close and vital link
between spirituality and public life. One subject said separation would lead to
a false sense of piety. Another subject highlighted caring for the earth as a
genuine mark of spirituality.

I think because they are so interwoven. If we try to fragment one without
the other—intojustrelationship with God—itleads to a false sense of piety,
separation, marginalization. If it is just with the community, we lose a
sense of the spiritual—of this relationship, of this free-flowing modeling
within the Godhead, which s this grace that flows and is constant. It is just
like the Spirit dances constantly. I don’t know that She dances constantly
if we separate the two. The two are interwoven and it is a beautiful tapestry
of life, filled with color and passion and action. If these two are separated
there is no action, there is nojustice. If there is nojustice, then the Kingdom
will not be fulfilled as God intended. (E32).

I think we are missing a third intersecting axis, which is some kind of
relationship with the gdrth. A lot of my ethics work in business came out
of the experience of the environmental crisis that we face. I was in
Nicaragua earlier this year, doing some kind of research on the forgiveness
of third world debt. Ecological crisis is as oppressive and difficult for
Nicaragua to manage as the economic crisis. . . . People are dying and we
are finding that there are industrial and agricultural chemicals involved.
There s foot and mouth, thereis mad cow disease, the genetically modified
food issue—there are just so many aspects to this. In part, we’ve lost the
sacred relation to life and to the earth and we are dealing in a very
idolatrous way with human intellect. We assume we can make these
manipulations and that we can control them and we can endlessly pursue
some kind of benefits, (E31)

What is noteworthy is that these subjects not only talked about this link, a
majority of them are involved in community projects. One subject is the
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director of an organization that helps businesses think through ethical issues.
Another subject is deeply involved with the Catholic Family Services, helping
parishes develop their social and pastoral ministries. A third subject is a
geneticist who assists the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, helping to
draft documents to governments on issues of science and faith. A fourth subject
is a consultant on diversity and education and has been involved with the
Asian-Canadian AIDS service.

Perhaps this integrated perspective of spirituality and public life is best
summarized by the response of one subject to the axis metaphor of spirituality.

Iwould disagree with it, completely. Because all of our lives and God's life
is one event, meaning they are more held together and always touching,
always connecting. So, instead of two lines, it is one thick line, going in the
same direction. I don’t think we can compartmentalize in a way I think the
cross does. ... My understanding of Goc{?s aGod who s faithfl to us, who
is always with us. It makes more sense to me that God is with us every
single step of the way. Meaning, at every single moment of my life, I can’t
divorce my spiritual life from God. At every single moment of the way—
whether [ am in consolation or desolation. God in consolation or God in
desolation is my perception of the situation. At times it is easy to say that
as it is only one point where we intersect with God. But realistically, it is
every single step of the way. (E11)

How is spirituality related to public life in the understanding of seminar-
ians? Seminarians in the mainline Protestant tradition consistently said that
spirituality is significantly related to social issues. Indeed, they often critiqued
the axis metaphor of spirituality as an inadequate representation in this regard.
In contrast, seminarians from the evangelical tradition consistently affirmed
the important of the two elements, quoting biblical support. There was a telling
absence of critique of the axis model. Seminarians in the Jesuit tradition see an
intimate link between spirituality and socialissues. Indeed, from their perspec-
tive, separation would lead to a false sense of piety.

Itis also clear that there is a good measure of triangulation in the responses
of the subjects across the theological traditions. There is often close correlation
between how subjects define spirituality, how they believe spirituality is
expressed, and their responses to the axis metaphor.

Theological Reflections and Educational Implications
This study seeks to provide a clearer understanding of how current
seminarians view spirituality. It is valuable to observe what was present or

absent in our conversations with students, as we “put our ears to the ground.”
First, there are strong threads of shared language and themes used by students
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from across the various theological traditions. A great many subjects spoke of
spirituality as “relationship with Christ” or “being connected with God.” There
was much talk of “journeying” as a metaphor for the Christian life. There was
also widespread agreement about how spiritual lives are positively nurtured,
as many students spoke of prayer, Bible reading, fellowship with other Chris-
tians, and being sensitive to (or discerning) God's presence or the Holy Spirit’s
workings. Virtually every subject strongly associated spirituality with per-
sonal qualities of character, or the fruit of the Spirit, with a powerful emphasis
upon “peace” and “calmness” under duress. We were struck by how consis-
tently, and clearly, the subjects identified their families of origin as the primary
formative influence upon their spiritual lives, and how frequently they speci-
fied the church’s influence upon their spiritual growth in terms of the signifi-
cant influence of a key relationship, rather than the impact of preaching or
formalized church programs.

Second, there is a surprisingly consistent absence of certain language or
concepts used by the students to describe spirituality. These absences emerge
distinctly when we consider current student perceptions against the backdrop
of the broader range of approaches and vocabularies used to articulate Chris-
tian spirituality throughout the centuries. Notably, there is a complete absence
of any reference to sin, across the spectrum of theologies. Current seminarians
simply do not associate spiritual growth with a commitment to combating sin.
The related categories of confession, forgiveness, and reconciliation also were
not found. Apart from a few passing references, the sacraments are not
associated clearly or powerfully with spiritual formation, even by the Jesuit
students. In fact, corporate worship is only rarely mentioned, and it is never
associated with issues of social justice, despite recent attempts by liturgical
theologians *o make this connection. Despite the frequent mention of the
formative significance of prayer, speéfic content to those prayers is rarely
offered, and it is striking that only one subject out of thirty made explicit
mention of the Lord’s Prayer. Nor do we find any meaningful engagement with
the category of the Kingdom of God, one which has clear social implications.
There is remarkably little awareness of issues of violence or poverty as related
to Christian spirituality. Likewise, students displayed virtually no awareness
of a connection betweenspirituality and evangelism, even among evangelicals,
for whom evangelism would supposedly be a very high priority. Nor is there
any mention of public proclamation of the Gospel, and articulation of its social,
political, or economic implications; there appears to be a loss of confidence in
the church’s moral voice inits preaching. Itis notable that only among the Jesuit
students was there a clear awareness that the Christian faith calls us to engage
in social reform, aimed at systemic structures or public policy decisions.
Rather, students consistently focused upon more immediate spheres of in-
volvement, such as helping at a soup kitchen or homeless shelter.

There was no great surprise in the patterns we discovered in the mainline,
evangelical, and Jesuit traditions. This study confirms some common generali-
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zations. The mainline Protestant students highlighted the connectedness of
personal piety and social involvement, with a special concern for social justice
issues (however, usually localized at the micro-level). Arguably, those in this
tradition should be concerned to maintain a vital connection to Christ so that
their social concerns do not become disconnected from the Gospel. The evan-
gelical students emphasized personal piety, expressed as inner qualities and
nurtured through fellowship within the church. This typically evangelical
piety, however, was linked with neither evangelism nor social concern. We
would suggest that those in this tradition should be concerned to avoid a drift
toward a form of self-preoccupation that entails public irrelevance. Jesuit
students articulated the inseparable connection of prayer and action, the
spirituality of study and reflection, and the Christian faith’s concern for social
transformation, not merely for relief efforts to provide short-term aid to those
inneed. For those in this tradition, arguably there should be a sharpened focus
upon students being equipped $ maintain their spiritual vitalitv apart from
the nurturing environment of their college.

This study may serve as a resource for theological educators as they
identify fundamental presuppositions that shape their students’ perspectives
on the relationship between Christian spirituality and public life. We believe
that current seminary students reveal themselves as being predominantly
oriented by an “affective-relational” understanding of spirituality.® Students
consistently emphasize relational categories, inner qualities, the fruit of the
Spirit, and inter-personal conduct as the locus of spirituality, and they under-
stand this to be supported and nurtured through close personal relationships
with peers, mentors, or faculty members. This depiction would seem to reflect
a tendency toward the individualization, privatization, and subjectivization of
Christian faith. Given an “affective-relational” understanding, many students
do not naturally associate “spirituality” with public life or social issues. This is
not to say that they are entirely indifferent to the wider community, nor that
they see that community as wholly unrelated to Christian concern. Rather, our
subjects” predominant approach suggests why so many students have diffi-
culty seeing their own spiritual lives as expressed in public realms, and why
they struggle to articulate a significant role for the church in the wider
community.

In closing, we believe our research should prompt renewed discussion
among seminary administrators, faculty members, and students, as well as
their supporting constituencies, concerning the place of spiritual formation in
theological education. In those seminaries where considerable numbers of
students are experiencing spiritual struggles or an erosion of confidence in
Christian beliefs precisely on account of the content and context of their
seminary studies, there is a need for renewed attention to the formative nature
of theological reflection and the school’s role in spiritual nurture. This study
also suggests a need for ongoing consideration (and in some cases, reevalua-

18



Jeffrey P. Greenman and Yau Man Siew

tion) of the nature of theological learning, especially the crucial relationship
between critical methodologies or theoretical knowledge about God and the
cultivation of practical Christian wisdom expressed in knowing, loving, and
serving God.”

Our findings in this study correlate with the Lynn-Wheeler study, “Miss-
ing Connections.”® We conclude that many current seminarians are, to a
considerable degree, missing connections between Christian spirituality and
public life. Inaddition, we believe that seminary education can and should play
a vital part in transforming the attitudes and values of students toward social
concerns, both through curricular and co-curricular measures that reinforce
the active expression of Christian faith as a necessarily public life of disciple-
ship.? If seminaries wish to form men and women for public leadership,
expressed either through ordained ministry or as Christians across the profes-
sions and throughout society, then they must give careful attention to ground-
ing their students in the best ways in which their respective traditions under-
stand and exemplify the integration of personal spirituality with public re-
sponsibility.!?
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professor of Christian education at Tyndale Seminary. Together they undertook this
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