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Clashing Perceptions of an Institution

The academic dean was not looking forward to the interview. The student was clearly upset when he called and said he wanted to talk. Furthermore, since the student was a Part-time, Non-Degree Student, she knew almost nothing about him. The seminary had recently tried to increase the number of part-time students. They were a boon to the financial well-being of the school, generating needed income. The trustees were very interested in expanding the school’s opportunities for part-time study. Five years ago the school of 100 students was completely residential, now almost a quarter of the 160 students were part-time.


Ward came in and plopped himself down. Although he was a native of the city, he still had something of a southern accent. He began by saying that he had been so much looking forward to taking classes here. “My priest graduated from the school, and sang its praises. Over the years I have heard some of the professors preach and lecture. They have been awesome. And I had heard so much about the seminary being an oasis in the city. Everyone spoke of the beauty of the chapel. This seemed to be the right place to do some searching.” But everything had gone wrong. He had never been in a more confusing set of buildings. “There is one building that has two different names, and neither is found on the building itself.” Trying to find a bathroom was like trying to find buried treasure. And then when you found it, you were sorry you did. “My rector said that being at the school was like being in another century, and when I saw the washrooms I realized he was right.”


But his real frustrations were about how unwelcoming the institution was to newcomers. “I can’t find anything in the library. It has all these different cataloging systems, and it’s so confusing. I never know what the daily schedule is. Every day seems so different. Is it too much to ask to have lunch at the same time every day? It would certainly help my digestion. The food in the refectory may be lousy, but at least we should know when it is being served.” She had to agree. Part-time students didn’t receive the communications from the seminary. They didn’t have mailboxes, and they weren’t on the community e-mail. They were definitely out of the loop.


But Ward was only warming up. “The problems are not just institutional, they are academic. I love the lectures my professor gives, but I never see him outside of class. He doesn’t list office hours, and even if he did I could never find his office. And if I found it, I would probably need a key to enter the building, a key which full-time students have, but part-time students don’t.” Ward felt that he was just floating in the curriculum: he had no official advisor and there seemed to be nobody to give him advice. It was as if he were a stranger in a strange land. He was even less complimentary about the student body. “They resent me. They seem to know each other and treat me as an outsider. They never talk to me, though they are always chatting with each other. What’s worse, when I try to make a comment in class, I can feel them rolling their eyes, and they make me feel like a dummy. But I’m not! If I can’t be as much a part of the institution as they are, then I don’t want anything to do with the place.”


Hoping to salvage something positive about the conversation, the dean asked how he liked the worship life, one of the strong points of the community. She shouldn’t have. “That’s even worse! Because I come on two afternoons a week, I never get to participate in the Eucharist. I have no worship life.” But, the dean responded (clutching for any positive straw), there was the service of sung evensong, a signature service of the community, in which all faculty not only participated, but vested and processed. “I said worship!” exclaimed Ward, “not some service of unsingable music and undecipherable ritual. I can’t make heads or tails of the service book. It is unlike anything I have ever seen, and I have been an Episcopalian all my life. And no sooner have you almost got the hang of what’s going on, then they go ahead and add something different.” But the dean could sense that there was something more than confusing books that bothered Ward about this service. “I have never been to a more hierarchical place, or to one with so many unwritten rules than here in the chapel. The faculty all have assigned seats and places, and everyone else seems to have a place. Even visitors have a place, even though it’s in the back behind the screen (some of the students call this place ‘the Court of the Gentiles,’ and they think its funny, but it’s not). But I don’t have a place as a part-time student. Once I got a cold glance from a student for sitting in his chapel stall. How was I to know? I never feel like more of an outsider than when I set foot in that chapel. That’s why I have had enough. Unless you can get the institution to respect me, I am leaving!”


By this time the dean had had enough as well. All this was very disturbing. She didn’t know what to think. But she remembered that Ward had signed up for a course on the apocalyptic. He had told the dean that he hoped eventually to write a book about them (fat chance of that, the dean thought). So she decided to ask one of the seniors who was in the class for her side of the story. Theresa was a middle-aged, no-nonsense seminarian. She had an excellent academic background, and came to the seminary after having taught physics. The dean described some of the student’s criticisms and frustrations. Theresa was less than completely sympathetic. “That student just doesn’t get it. This institution is built on formation. The process starts the very first day. My classmates have been together for every major class for almost three years. We have become a community. We have been arguing, laughing, praying, and hashing over the questions of faith and ministry for three years. Of course we are tightly knit! That is what the seminary process is for. I remember my church history professor saying that one of the reasons Anglican seminaries were historically smaller than university divinity schools is because the formation was much more intense. That is part of the ethos here. We have been taught that theological education requires maturity and a growing commitment, a dedication to a life. The student thinks that all you have to do is pay for tuition and you become immediately part of a community. But communities are built, not bought. The problem with him and some of the other part-time students is that they think theological education is something you purchase. They’ve got a consumer mentality.”


Theresa went on, “I find it hard to believe that the student you talked to and I were in the same institution. He said he found it difficult to see his professor outside of class. Baloney! I have never been in an institution where faculty have been more generous with their time than here. And not just in class, but in the refectory over meals and in the chapel as well. These aren’t isolated faculty, like in most schools. And his gripes about the chapel are typical of those who want an institution to conform to their every whim. The chapel is the core of formation here. It involves the giving up of your own preferences, and becoming part of a community. When you allow that to happen it is transforming. It changes your life forever. How many alumni come back just for chapel? In other schools it’s for football. Here it is for chapel.” Theresa was clearly exercised. “He talks about not knowing what the schedule is, and not being able to communicate. Doesn’t he have ears? When the bells ring, you go to chapel. Period. It is a point of letting go. And if he wanted to meet his professor, why doesn’t he do what we do and plan to catch him right after chapel? People gather to chat after every worship service. That means of communication is a lot more civilized than e-mail. And a lot more reliable too, if you ask me.”


Theresa admitted that the institution was confusing, but that the confusion could be overcome. “You realize that when full-time students come here we undergo a week-and-a-half of orientation, but these part-time students expect to know the institution without any orientation. Is it any wonder that what they don’t understand they criticize?”


The dean senses that, just as with Ward, there was something unsaid here. “I take it that you see part-time students to be a mixed blessing.” “A mixed blessing! They make life more complicated for us all. It is because of them that all the electives are being taught at night. You are asking students with families to go out at night, and to endure 13-hour days, just to get some extra income for the seminary.” The length of the days reminded the dean that her faculty were also complaining about how long the day had become. “And it is not just the schedule that is being messed up. They are lowering the quality of the education. Most of us were in that Old Testament class with two semesters of OT under our belts, and a lot of us had Hebrew as well. We were expecting it to be an advanced-level course. But because there were so many part-time students, the professor had to dumb it down. And one time a student named Ward tried to correct the professor by pointing out that he must have meant to refer to Ecclesiastes rather than Ecclesiasticus. Ward had never learned that there was a book called Ecclesiasticus in the Bible. He was lucky that all we did was roll our eyes.” The dean decided that the conversation had gone far enough. “Thank you for sharing your opinions.”


Back in her office the dean tried to reconstruct each conversation both in terms of logic of argument and passions expressed. Both students were in some ways right. Being a relative newcomer to the institution, she could see that each spoke truth in his or her own way. But it made her task no easier. Some things could clearly be done. She could make sure that the increasing number of part-time students were kept informed of seminary events, and she could make sure that the institution was much more deliberate about offering advice and direction. But at the core, the problem was a difficult paradox. Many of the things that made the place so difficult for outsiders were the things that made it special for insiders. The situation was further complicated by economics. The budget people always said that the school “lost” money on full-time students and made money on part-time students. But residential students had been the soul of the institution for well over a century. Where was the answer?


“I just don’t know,” she thought to herself. “Luckily I am going on leave next semester. Maybe the problem will be solved by the time I get back. In the meantime, I can always establish a committee.”
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