
Lexington Theological Seminary

It’s Midnight for Theological Reflection

It was midnight, two hours past her normal bedtime. But this night found Professor York sitting in the bleachers at the Soccer Blast arena watching theological students being humiliated in a coed match. The good professor couldn’t sleep. She had heard that her students were playing indoor soccer under the biblical name, the Samsonites, and that they were competing at hours when, in previous generations, students “burned the midnight oil.” So she got dressed and drove over to witness this event.


The Samsonites definitely had been shorn of their strength against a younger, more skilled, better-conditioned opponent. Suddenly Wayne, age 28, an average seminary student, but a less-than-average soccer player, got the wind and pride knocked out of him in a collision with a coed of the opposing team.


Wayne gasped his way to the bench, mustering a weak smile when he saw York, one of his professors, seated directly behind the reserve bench. “I’m surprised to see you here,” moaned Wayne.


“I thought I would use the opportunity to teach out of class. An idle mind is the devil’s workshop, you know,” wisecracked York. “How can you justify playing here at midnight given the fact that you have a paper due tomorrow?” 


“I’ve been meaning to talk with you about that paper,” Wayne said, as he moved up the bleachers next to York. “I don’t understand why we have to write all of these papers.  I mean, I need practical help.  I wrote those kinds of papers in college, and actually enjoyed them, but I’ve come to seminary for something different.  I feel like so many of my classes are just hoops the seminary is making me jump through.”

York sighed.  She had heard this too often from other students, and York liked Wayne.  Not only did he make decent grades, but she had heard good reports from youth camp directors on the way Wayne counseled and ministered to high schoolers. There were stories told in the faculty lounge of how Wayne pitched in to help fellow students who had family problems.  He had the potential to be a good minister, and York wanted to help him.  But like so many other students, he didn’t seem able (or was it willing?) to make the connections between theological work and the practice of ministry.


“How are you doing in your student pastorate?”  York asked.  “Good,” Wayne replied.  “In fact, I think they want to call me to be their full-time pastor when I graduate.”


“That’s quite an affirmation,” York remarked.


“Well, I really care about them, too. That’s OK Tommy!”  Wayne shouted to the Samsonite goalkeeper who had just missed another block.  The seminarians were down now by 13 points.


York tried another tack:  “What are you reading? Are we making any difference in how you see ministry?  Are you thinking theologically at all when you’re at the church?”

“I’m sorry Professor York,” Wayne was embarrassed and uncomfortable. “No one really cares about theology or any of the other ‘ologies’ we spend so much time on at the seminary. What relevance for today is there in wading through Tillich, Barth, and Schleiermacher?”

York smiled and asked, “Why do students always mention those three only?  Aren’t we referring you to anybody else?”

“Yes, but the professors here just don’t understand. Don’t get me wrong. I like you all, I respect what you know, but a lot of times I feel it doesn’t have much to do with my ministry. People come to church for other reasons: to find some meaning for their lives, to experience faith, not to just think about it. They want a pastor, not an intellectual.  Just look at the congregations that are growing.”


“So, don’t you feel that a pastor should be a thinking person?,”snapped York, in some agitation.


Wayne smiled as he responded, “To be there for the people, to celebrate and grieve with them, to comfort and console them, to affirm them in their ‘faith journeys.’” 


York knew that Wayne was not being sarcastic. At that point, she was wishing that she had just taken a Tylenol PM and gone back to bed. “If pastors are not theologians,” she argued, “they are not pastors. Theological reflection should be part of all those forms of ministry you just described. What resources from the Bible, the tradition, or the church’s teachings do you draw on to help people who are struggling with their faith and their lives? How do you talk to them about the human condition or explain evil?”


“Professor York,” Wayne explained patiently, “My call is to serve the church, not the academy. Sorry, I’ve got to go back into the game now. Thanks for coming.”


“It’s not just a GenX issue you know,” said Alberta, a middle-aged woman and a very good student sitting a few feet away. “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation with Wayne. I know what he was trying to say. I came here to prepare for ministry and for me that’s more about spiritual formation than it is about abstract intellectual stuff.  If I wanted that, I would have gone to a graduate program in religious studies.”


York shook her head and moved towards the exit, swallowing the urge to scream. “If theological reflection is so dead,” she thought, “maybe I’d better take up coaching, but not midnight soccer.” As she headed to the parking lot, questions flooded into her mind:


“How do we help students integrate questions of theology and practice in ministry? 

They’re passing courses, but why can’t so many express themselves theologically when it counts?”  And, finally, she asked herself, “What do we in the faculty have to learn to do if we are to teach in a way that helps students learn to be a thoughtful and theologically reflective pastor?” 

