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“At TEDS, as It Will Be in Heaven”

In late November, as the joy of the holiday season, coupled with the reality of end-of-semester-blues was upon us, two faculty met in the hallway early one morning.


“Good morning Dr. Svendson,” a cheery Dr. Newby greeted his colleague from the Bible department.


“And a very good morning to you Dr. Newby” was the warm reply.  “Will we see you at the festival this evening?” queried Svendson.


“Oh . . . the festival?  You are referring to the Santa Lucia Festival1?”  Newby asked rhetorically.  He knew that amid the hustle and bustle of the end of the semester, many of the administration and particularly the student life department, were enamored with a Santa Lucia festival.  Just briefly the thought crossed his mind – why would anyone care if we discontinued the festival?


“Yes, the Santa Lucia Festival” injected  Svendson quickly.  “You do know that this is a dear Trinity tradition.  Why, my great grandmother was the first Trinity Santa Lucia in 1902, and my mother in 1940.  I’m anticipating my daughter will continue the family tradition.”


“Well, I will have to see what our family has planned for this evening.  I know my wife was hoping to complete early Christmas shopping, plus I am feverishly working on completing an article for Trinity Journal, you know the pressure–publish or perish.”


“I’ll look for you then,” remarked Svendson confidently.


Newby continued on his way to class, a bit ambivalent and perplexed about Santa Lucia and why a lady with candles on her head was so important to the life of the institution.  A professor in intercultural studies who had taught in both Africa and Latin America before coming to TEDS, he was well aware of many ethnic traditions, but Santa Lucia new to him.  Dismissing the conversation, he began to focus on his 9:30 class on Ministering in a Multi-Ethnic Society.

Following class, Newby headed off to his advisee group where he met weekly with six students.  The six included David, a Chinese student who recently had become a believer and had been sent by the Chinese church for pastoral training; Ingrid, the spouse of a German student who was taking a few classes for the fun of it; Yong, a Korean-American preparing for youth ministry in Los Angeles; Ernest, a Brazilian anticipating returning to church planting in Brazil; Susan, a middle-aged woman sensing a call to women’s ministry in the local church; and Fritz, a Swede from Saint Paul, Minnesota.


Newby enjoyed his advisee group, and the participants seemed to as well.  Their weekly times together were largely unstructured but pastoral in approach.  They generally began with a Scripture reading, song, or testimony, then they prayed together, and concluded with simple conversation about each other’s week.  Newby was shocked when Ingrid burst into the room a few minutes late and nearly in tears declared, “I’m sick of hearing all this stuff about Santa Lucia!  What or who is she?  And why should I care?  Good grief, you would think that she was the mother of Jesus the way this place treats the festival!”


“I couldn’t agree more” remarked David.  “Back home, the Chinese new year is a gigantic day of real family celebration, but here it is just another day.  Why do the Swedes get a holiday celebration and we don’t?”


“Just a minute here boys,” injected Susan.  “I don’t feel this is just about ethnic heritage.  I’m offended that this blond air-head is supposed to represent the way women are to act–subservient and quiet.  Nearly every day I have to answer the question–‘So why are you studying at Trinity?  What are you learning to make yourself a better pastor’s wife?’”


“Well,” Fritz declared matter-of-factly, “this is Trinity.  Take a breather.  We were founded by the Swedes and Norwegians.  This is our history, our church, our culture.  Can’t you cut some slack and learn about us just a bit before you go off?  I for one came to Trinity because it is my denomination’s school.  I’m happy to welcome all of you here too, but this is an American institution with Scandinavian heritage.  I think Santa Lucia provides a great opportunity to honor a virtuous fair-haired woman who sacrificed much to serve European Christianity.”


“Frankly,” remarked Yong, who was generally quiet and soft spoken, “I’m sometimes offended by the way these cultural things are stuffed down my throat at Trinity.  I don’t believe the faculty and staff intentionally do it, but sometimes they just don’t understand me or my way of life – and I’m an American!  Fellow students especially are always asking if I am going back to Korea to plant a church.  Why, I’ve never even been to Korea!”


“Yes,” noted Ernest, “and you would think that a place as theological as Trinity would know that in Latin America a Christian woman with candles on her head exemplifies syncretism.”


The dialogue continued for several minutes as Newby sat in disbelief.  As an international traveler and scholar, and himself of diverse ethnic ancestry, he had personally struggled with these things.  But the environment at Trinity was certainly different, or at least he thought it was so.  During his interview for a faculty post the previous Spring, he had been impressed that small denominational seminary serving the Scandinavian-Norwegian Evangelical Free Church of America (EFCA), had grown to a large multi-denominational, theologically diverse, evangelical seminary serving the global church.  The Trinity enrollment he was told included a racially and ethnically diverse group of students from 48 states and 35 countries, 80 denominations, and 440 international undergraduate institutions.  Faculty and administration too were increasingly diverse, and the Dean Dr. Tite Tiénou, an international scholar born in Burkina Faso and educated in both France and the United States, had emphasized that diversity was an expectation of the future Trinity.


Now, he was faced with a diverse group of students and expected to respond to why the institution continued to celebrate the ethnic tradition of a particular group while simultaneously espousing diversity.  He too was increasingly torn between rhetoric and practice, wondering why this symbol had become a part of the institutionalized culture.  There seemed to be no attempts to communicate to the campus community the meaning or significance of Santa Lucia.  He wondered what other activities of a specific gender or cultural nature Trinity supported.


Slowly Newby began to grasp the issues.  TEDS lauded its diverse student population with 28% international students, and a faculty with 15% women and minorities.  But he quickly realized that international students are non-immigrants and only temporary participants in the US, and the actual student diversity among US population groups still fell far short of critical mass.  Faculty diversity was little different.  Women students regularly noted the absence of women faculty in the core biblical-theological disciplines; and it seemed evident that while TEDS was happy that such faculty were part of the community, they were seldom empowered to posts of significant institutional leadership.  Further, the issue of diversity appeared gravely affected by a fear factor which worried that diversity would change the largely white-European culture as it encountered diversity issues related to gender, culture, ethnicity, economic status, and Christian religious or theological understanding.


Newby reflected on his morning hallway conversation with Svendson.  Change would not come easy.  Traditions are hard to re-direct.  But what of the Trinity he saw during the interview process?  Was that a Trinity of the imagination, or were they really intentional about embracing the diversity of which they spoke so highly?  What truth was there in the idea that practices that reflect a specific cultural or social group inevitably will marginalize and stigmatize another?  How might these matters be directed into the educational context to educate a faculty and student body toward diversity in the body of Christ and in the global church described in Philip Jenkin’s The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity recently read by the TEDS faculty?  How might we better understand, respect, and affirm each other?


The questions loomed increasingly larger and more complex in Newby’s mind.  How can TEDS be diverse, as it will be in heaven, in the face of present reality?  And, what does and will this diversity look like?  And even more frightening, how do we get from here to there – how do we change from an institution professing diversity, and in many ways actually representing diversity, to one whose ethos engenders diversity in the fullest sense?

1Santa Lucia is celebrated in Sweden in recognition of the martyrdom of the fourth century Sicilian Saint Lucia revered as a missionary to Sweden.  The custom is of a young girl dressed in white with candles on her head serving coffee and sweet rolls in preparatory celebration of a holiday feast.

