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Theological Education
in Asia:

An Indigenous Agenda for Renewal

Siew Yau-Man*

One of the characteristics of the modern era is the linking of people
everywhere into global networks. With cheaper and safer travel, people
cross national boundaries and carry ideas and products to distant
markets. An important outcome of this globalisation for Asian theologi-
cal education is that many Asian scholars go to the West for their
graduate studies and return to occupy key faculty positions.! While this
can bring about a healthy cross-fertilisation of ideas, a blind copy of the
western models? of training with a wholesale incorporation of cur-
riculum and philosophy, without thoughtful critique and recognition of
contextual differences is disastrous.

This paper critiques this phenomenon and proposes a differ it » o -
da for renewal. First, it outlines the consequences of a blind copy of the
western models. Second, it discusses specific issues and problems in-
herent in the western models which Asian theological institutions must
be wary of in their enthusiasm to emulate. Third, and the most sig-
nificant section of this paper, concerns philosophy. Effective renewal is
founded upon a cogent indigenous philosophy of theological education
based on sound biblical and theological principles. The last section raises
some pertinent questions for a more relevant model of training.

Consequences of Uncritical Importation of Western Models

A major weakness of the uncritical acceptance of the western models is
that they are irrelevant to Asia’s unique and diversified social and
cultural contexts. Bong Rin Ro, Asian scholar, provides a sharp critique.

*Siew Yau-Man is a candidate for the Ed.D. at the Trinity Evangelical Divinity
School at Deanfield, Illinois, USA.
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Western evangelical theological schools emphasise the inerrancy
of Scripture and orthodox theology versus liberal and neo-or-
thodox theologies. But these are not major issues in Asia. Rather,
the prevalent areas of concern are poverty, suffering, injustice,
communism and non-Christian religions.?

Emilio Nunez, Latin American scholar, believes that a blind copy of
the western models will not only result in dependency which can kill
initiative and creativity among indigenous efforts, but a curriculum
which is not sensitive to contextual needs will produce decontextualised
thinkers and theologians.* A brief survey of the past five years of the
Asia Journal of Theology reveals that apart from some articles on
ecumenism, feminism, pluralism, and Islamisation, there is little writ-
ten about critical Asian issues of communalism and ethnic violence,
poverty and suffering, corruption, materialism, urbanisation and
moc¢ rnisation. Asian scholars must develop their theological agenda
from the Asian church and her contexts if they want to be true to their
theological tasks.

A third consequence of uncritical importation of the western models
is that it can be viewed as vestiges of imperialism which the Asian
church will do well to discard in the wake of widespread nationalism. In
a survey of theological education in Taiwan, Jonathan Chao, President
of Christ College in Taipei, laments that one college received all its
missionary lecturers from Asbury seminary and sent all its scholars to
the same seminary, while another preferred Westminster or Calvin.

Such theological loyalty doubtlessly perpetuates conflicting
brancues of western theological schools of thought and extends
American and European theological battlefields to Taiwan. Is this
not theological imperialism? When will our western colonialist
friends grant us theological freedom and independence?®

Perhaps the greatest blindspot of such a thoughtless copy of the
western models is Asia’s undue fascination with western gadgets and
technology, a mindset largely prepared by Hollywood and Disneyland,
and fed by the direction most of the urbanised Third World is moving —
toward secularism and rationalism. Paul Stevens, Academic Dean of
Regent, asks the daunting question: How is it that, knowing the church
in the West is in decline, Third World denominations are so hungry to
get this sort of ministerial training that the West offers?¢

He notes the irony of the situation.
In the history of theological education the ambiguity of the present

moment is ironical: a western theological degree is for most
aspiring Christian leaders in the developing world a sine qua non
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at the very moment when those most responsible for that educa-
tion have never been less sure of the integrity of the enterprise.”

Issues and Problems Facing the Western Models

Western theological education is facing a crisis of identity and mission,
Many doubtits viability and relevance to the church. Delegates at a 1992
Gospel and Our Culture meeting in Chicago drew up a list of concerns
facing the future of the North American church, and one quarter of them
revealed uneasiness with the current nature of theological education.

A major critique of the western models is Edward Farley in his highly
acclaimed, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological
Education (1983). To him, theological education has become a plurality
of disciplines each with its own method. This results in hyper-specialisa-
tions with no faculty responsibility for integration and fosters develop-
ment of area fiefdoms and entrenched political structures resistant to
change. Yet, to transcend the old "theological encyclopedia" approach to
the "theory-practice encyclopedia” is to turn theological education into
mere pragmatics and technology. Farley recommends that we reclaim
theologia as the "unity, subject matter and end of clergy education."®

While I agree with Farley that the goal of theological education is the
development of theological understanding, his weakness is that the he
neglects the larger categories of the ministry and mission of the church.?
Moreover, he does not start nor interact with the authority of revelation.
Christopher Duraisingh, interim Moderator of the WCC, notes percep-
tively that Farley’s habitus model is still mired in a paradigm that is
essentially individualistic 1°

A second weakness of the western models is the strong church- school
dichotomy with its attendant problems of integrating theory with praxis.
Although historically, theological institutions were products and ser-
vants of the church, they now develop a theological agenda independent
of the church. The church criticises the seminary for doing theology
which is irrelevant to her historical and immediate needs. Christopher
Walters-Bugbee notes that it is:

..little wonder, then, that theology has acquired such a sour
reputation among the laity of late; held captive so long by
academia, it now appears to many entirely superfluous to the
common life of faith, an enterprise reserved exclusively for the few
hardy souls who find pleasure in battling around words like
"phenomenology" over breakfast.!!

In Canada, Keith Clifford, notes that seminaries are more concerned
with their relationships with the universities, which control government
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funding, and the Association of Theological Schools (ATS), which control
accreditation.!? What is often not realised is that the problem of in-
‘tegrating theory and practice cannot be understood without reference
to the ecology and environment in which ministerial education occurs.
When seminaries covet comparison with universities for status reasons,
they become subject to the university’s norms. Thus, they unwittingly
subscribe to the tenure and promotions criteria which traditionally
emphasised research and publication over field work and clinical ex-
perience.!3

Such a change of loyalty has produced discontent even within the
confines of the seminary. Michael Griffiths, Professor of Mission at
Regent College, scathingly attacks seminaries for teaching as though
they are producing scholars, and choose professors solely on their
academic standing without regard to ministry criteria. The result is that
when students need "street credibility" to make an impact upon evan-
gelism and church growth, they are taught by highly intelligent scholars
with "library credibility" who relate better to books than to people in the
midst of life.!

Perhaps the greatest draw back of the church-school dichotomy is
that western theological education has taken on an-individualistic
mentality of her culture rather than working out of the community -
model in Scripture.’® Theological training is based on the theory of
individual conversion and vocation, unrelated to community. Students
are selected and trained apart from their supporting community and
then placed in communities which do not know them, may or may not
like them, and may or may not find them suitable.

This is diametrically different from the biblical model of commis-
sioned leadership (Acts 6:3; 13:1-3). The sacraments testify to the
community nature of the church. Baptism is not so much an individual
decision as a public incorporation into community. The Eucharistis not
just for private devotions, but a community meal which signifies the sign
and bond of unity (I Cor.10:16). Thus, the western individualistic model -
is not only unbiblical, but unsuitable for the Asian contexts, which
highly value family and community.

James Hopewell, Director of the Rollins Centre for Church Ministries
at Chandler Seminary, proposed the "congregational paradigm" as the
solution to the church-school dichotomy. This is notjust contextual field
education, or more interaction between seminary and the church, but
the adjoining of seminary and church to form a "redemptive community."
Ministerial education using the congregational paradigm requires both
a knowledge of theology and congregational dynamics, which call for the
tools of cultural anthropology and sociology.!® A critique of Hopewell is
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