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Issue and Context
We arrived in Maine Summer 2003 with an essay titled “At TEDS, as It Will Be in Heaven.”  Our desire was to wrestle with the lack of diversity (ethnic, economic, gender,  theological) present in our historically Swedish-Norwegian seminary.  We left that summer not so much with an answer, but with a challenge to pursue ethos change by developing conversations (the theme of the Lexington Seminar) among our faculty as we learn who we are as individuals and as a community of theological educators.

Our grant application thus focused on “How do individual faculty life narratives inform and shape our vocational identity and calling as teachers?  What are the implications of this for the collective vocation of TEDS faculty as theological educators?”  The challenge we recognized was less a call for diversity per se, and more a call for us to recognize what has formed our thinking and convictions as faculty, and how those are played out in the context of the classroom, and our faculty/institutional life in general.  The question became: if we believe God is the author of the diversity we seek, how then do our present convictions inform who we are and what our task is as theological educators?

This issue of ethos identity was and is extremely significant for TEDS in that we are at a cross-roads for change.  We are diverse in many ways and have been recognized as such by the Association of Theological Schools.  Yet there are voices not present at the table.  We yearn for greater ethnic diversity; though our present student body holds representation from over 50 countries of the world.  We desire greater economic diversity; as most of our students come from middle to upper socio-economic classes and financial aid for the disadvantaged is severely limited.  We wish for greater gender diversity; presently only two of fifty faculty are female.  And we desire greater theological diversity within historic orthodox Christianity; despite the fact that our faculty represents over twenty and our student body over fifty denominations.

Much of what has driven TEDS to this point in time has been historical reaction to the prevailing theological ethos.  We desire to move beyond this, and pro-actively engage contemporary theology and culture.  We also note the present distress among our student body.  Challenges of personal and familial nature, biblical illiteracy, and church crises mar the lives of our incoming students in ways not seen in previous generations.

Our goal then was to help us recognize self as teacher, realizing we teach from our being; and likewise to share that among our community so as to enhance collaboration.  In seeking to serve a diverse community, we must first understand our own makeup as faculty both individually and corporately.

Project Design
Our project design was quite simple – to replicate the “Maine experience” in the mid-west.  A faculty retreat, the first held in a number of years, was scheduled for April 2004 at a retreat center in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin.  A second retreat was held in November 2004 at the same retreat center.  The two retreats were to provide concentrated opportunity for large leaps forward in our regular conversations inter-lacing routine faculty workshops and sessions.  A third retreat, financed in part by those who have seen the positive results from the first two retreats, is being held at the time of this writing (September 2005).

The two retreats were a great success.  Approximately thirty of our fifty faculty participated plus a number of spouses.  Spouses found the time for interaction and community building critical and compelling for their own extended role as participants in the educational enterprise – a side benefit not anticipated at the time the retreats were scheduled.  The participation and encouragement of faculty spouses actually led to increased participation at the second retreat occasion.

The primary purpose of the two retreats was relaxation, conversation, and personal and professional reflection.  While intentional conversation sessions were scheduled, these were minimal and marked the events with few work-related agendas.

Prior to the first retreat, biographical booklets containing one to two page autobiographies of each participating faculty member were assembled and distributed.  These became the center point for our conversations.  Sessions were structured around three questions: (1) Who are we as individuals?  (2) Who are we as teachers (and students)?  (3) Who are we as a community (faculty culture)?  The times of discussion were marked by open and sincere times of sharing by faculty and resulted in us distinctly getting to know one another in a more personal way.  The biographical booklet will be updated with additional faculty who did not originally participate and used as an orientation tool for future new faculty.

At the second retreat, the focus was on our specific role as theological educators.  The duration of the second retreat, after repeated requests from faculty and spouse participants in the first retreat, was expanded from 1 ½ to 2 ½ days allowing for more reflection and relaxation.  This retreat used a white paper, drafted by a senior faculty member, as a discussion starter.  The paper, “Scripture and the Disciplines: The Question of Expectations”
 centered our conversation around ortho-doxy, ortho-praxis, ortho-cardia, ortho-koinonia, and ortho-latria as critical components in theological education.  These themes in turn consult with the mandates of culture, discipleship, and morality as a context and content for theological education.  

Our conversation engaged these ideas and their application as we considered a second white paper “Do We Teach the Bible or Do We Teach Students?”
  The application challenge presented in this second paper was to consider ourselves as pilgrim educators attempting to create teaching-learning experiences which are fenceposts across content and life experience.

The objectives of the project were met beyond expectations.  The off-campus retreat format an hour’s drive from campus, and along a beautiful lake with walking paths provided seclusion which welcomed long periods of relaxing and unstructured time for conversation.  The addition of spouses greatly enhanced the experience for participants, as well as increasing the participation and excitement level of all.  The trajectory of conversation retreats begun with these two experiences is continuing.  Separately the spouses have been meeting more regularly and interacting as a group.

The development and compilation of our individual faculty life narratives has provided an informed discussion of who we are as individuals and increased our understandings of one another.  These in turn have contributed to our faculty ethos in general.  Increasingly we are recognizing our similarities and differences, and listening to one another and our varied diverse contributions to faculty and institutional ethos.

The occasions have also been positively affirmed by the receipt of designated monies from several individuals for future faculty fellowship occasions.  These additional monies are enabling monthly soup and sandwich lunches for our faculty community, purchase of books for common reading activities, and additional retreat occasions.

Resources Used in Developing and Implementing the Project
Recognizing that among our fifty person faculty much expertise exists, and often little opportunity is given for colleagues to be heard by one another in a professional context, we elected to use our own faculty to serve as facilitators in our experiences.  This worked exceedingly well, and avoided the need to bring a facilitator up-to-speed on the context of the faculty.  Facilitators were already aware of the peaks and potholes present among our number, and their expertise made them informed but non-threatening in their presentations.

Our corollary fall faculty workshops which begin each school year have also contributed to the project.  The topics of conversations for these were informed by the purchase a free book for each faculty member rallying our conversations around a topic.  Two volumes used thus far are: The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity by Philip Jenkins, and Reclaiming the Center edited by Millard Erickson.  We anticipate continuing this book conversation series.

The second of the two retreats used the articles noted.

Project Results
In many ways we feel we have hit the nail on the head in this project.  Some faculty have lauded our retreat times and accompanying conversation as a great time for community building and understanding ourselves and each other as teaching colleagues.  Other faculty have criticized our times as a waste because in their perception the occasions were only discussions and did not substantively engage the content of what we are about in theological education.  So, we have made significant strides, but we have not reached unanimity on all fronts.

TEDS continues to struggle with our identity in a changing world, no doubt like many other seminaries.  The tension between student-centered and student learning versus the role of facilitating the scholarship of faculty continues.  What exactly are we to be about as theological educators, and how in a limited number of hours per week do we determine priorities?

The Lexington Seminar has helped us further this discussion, and we are grateful.  We intend to continue these conversations in the future due to their success.  They have aided us greatly in talking about our role and vocation as theological educators.

Several specific things may be attributed to the Lexington Seminar and the resulting faculty ethos that it has helped create:

TEDS is becoming more student friendly.  Increasingly the question of “what about the students?” is becoming a normal part of conversation.  After a lengthy process with significant faculty input a new Dean of Students has been hired, with increased resourcing and expectations.  Beginning in fall 2006 our curriculum is moving to a largely one-day per week schedule with the specific purpose in mind of allowing a TEDS education to be more broadly accessed by a greater number of students.  Increased use of the web through both course management systems and basic web pages is providing communication tools to students in new ways.  Online registration is being initiated together with other student support services.  Numerous policies and procedures are being streamlined and redesigned so that students are less encumbered with administrative details and can concentrate on their education.

Faculty morale is improving.  As space has been created for unhurried conversation, there is increased desire to work together in a non-confrontational manner.  Administrative reorganization is facilitating the work of faculty to be faculty, rather than supplemental administrators.  Faculty professional monies, and the breadth of their use has been increased better meeting the varying professional needs of individuals.  Our sponsoring denomination has recognized the necessity of faculty development and has annually donated a substantial amount toward this initiative the past three years.

TEDS marketing initiatives and objectives have been re-examined and are being revitalized.  Recent marketing has centered around the faculty and its expertise.  Our plans are being retooled so as to accent how TEDS prepares men and women for ministry in a changing culture.  The Board of Regents has recently designated $250,000 of a special gift toward these efforts.

Our programs are being retooled in such a way to address student learning outcomes and assessing those outcomes.  The desire is to prepare persons for ministry, and to meet their ministry needs rather than merely delivering a content body.  Our MDiv has been redesigned and a new Masters in Ministry program has begun for those seeking to serve the church but not pursue ordination.  Other programs are being examined with further change likely.

Combined with the evaluation of programs, faculty is becoming more intentional about examining issues of diversity and inclusion in their individual classes.  Course syllabi are under review, both for issues of repetition and to encourage a greater breadth of diverse content in some courses.

We are simply talking more to one another as faculty colleagues engaged and teaching and learning.  Concerns about intentional ethos change both among individual faculty, corporate faculty culture, and engagement with students is becoming an acceptable topic of discussion.  We are redirecting a very large ship which seemingly has long been headed toward an iceberg of seeming indifference.  We intend to continue to press forward with these initiatives.

As we press forward the challenges are many, but we are identifying and meeting those challenges head-on rather than ignoring or procrastinating with their resolution.  Several immediate concerns are being addressed including: our faculty is aging with many nearing retirement.  As new faculty are hired, we are seeking qualified men and women to help us meet our present desires for diversity.  Our student learners are busy individuals who deserve to be supported in as many ways as possible.  Enhancement of online resourcing, together with construction of a campus student center is in process.

The task is large, but TEDS is preparing to meet the challenge.

Sharing the Wisdom 

Two particular stories illustrate the forward strides made as a result of this project.  Both were unexpected, one resulting from what appeared to be a minor decision of the Academic Dean, the second born out of a campus tragedy communicated nationally by the media.

Early in the project the Dean, in an effort to facilitate faculty conversation around the coffee pot in the faculty lounge, deemed the coffee free for faculty members.  Prior to this time an honor system to “sweeten the pot” was located next to the coffee for quarters to cover the costs of coffee, paper-ware, etc.  The Dean’s action regarding free coffee virtually made campus headlines.  The buzz quickly spread among faculty that there was no longer any need to pay for coffee, rather it was to come directly from the Dean’s limited budget!  This was met with great joy.  Soon after, a faculty member approached the Dean about donating an individual coffee dispenser which allowed the fresh brewing of individual flavored coffee options.  This was purchased and installed, and later a second, and now third similar pot has been obtained.  This fringe benefit has generated more positive conversation and warm feelings that the last annual raise to faculty members – suddenly, due to the Dean’s generosity, there is no need to “sweeten the pot”!

The second story comes out of a tragic campus event.  In April 2005, a minority Trinity College student received a handwritten note in inter-campus mail, containing highly offensive racial epithets and threatening the use of a weapon against minority students.  In consultation with local authorities, students of color were evacuated from campus to a safe location.  During the initial days of the incident the campus was a frenzy for the national media.  A press conference was called.  It was evident that media conjectures made this a racially motivated event occurring at a largely white-male-dominated-mid-western university.  To the surprise of the media, in walked the President with three of his senior cabinet members – a Chinese woman executive vice-president, an African-American dean of students, and an African academic dean.  Diversity absent in the institution just a few years earlier was now very evident.  The campus community was stunned and grieved a few days later when a female student of color admitted she wrote the notes to convince her parents that Trinity was unsafe in order to transfer.

At TEDS, as it will be in heaven?  Certainly we are not there yet, but the Lexington Seminar has enabled our historically Swedish-Norwegian seminary to become more cognizant of the diversity present and needed.  All persons–both teacher and learner–have a story and life context they bring to the classroom.  This project encourages TEDS to continue to make strides as individual faculty and a faculty community to ensure that we are intentional about making the diversity we seek a part of who we are as teacher-learners in the faith community.
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