LUTHERAN THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY at GETTYSBURG

“Time for a Whole New Game Plan: Who’s on the Team?”


The idea began with much hope and vigor in a conversation between Assistant Professor Christina Bowman and Associate Professor David Harris, colleagues who shared a concern about the absence of a focus on preparation in youth ministry in the Master of Divinity curriculum. With their own faith development and their own experience of call linked firmly to participation in youth ministry programs, both believed that a strong curricular program at the Seminary could better serve congregations in developing ministries and programs to address contemporary and existential concerns of youth.  They knew it crucial to help faith flourish during the high school and college years when youth tend to drift away from the church.  Moreover, youth ministry concerns would provide a perfect threshold for integration of the biblical, theological and practical disciplines in the traditional seminary curriculum.  They also recognized that none on the current faculty had sufficient “hands on” youth ministry background to attract savvy would-be youth ministers and to offer credible instruction to experienced practitioners.

The idea was easily enfleshed between the two and emerged as a three-part-proposal, addressed to the whole faculty: 1) that a basic course in youth ministry be added to the M.Div. and the M.A.M.S curricula; 2) that a four to five-course concentration in youth ministry be established for each of these degrees; 3) that an additional faculty position be added with a specialization in youth and family ministry. A paracurricular objective would be the establishment of a Youth and Family Center through which much-needed training and education could be offered to youth ministers in ELCA congregations and other denominations. The new faculty person could be assigned a directorship for that emerging program.


Chris knew for a fact that one of the board members had been urging the youth initiative for some time.   She  was  tired of the faculty’s seeming resistance to all things “relevant” and

mission-oriented and worried that too often the faculty looked to be obtuse in the board’s eyes, composed as it was of bishops, pastors and laypeople who were highly committed to the church, but didn’t always understand the ways of academia.  She also imagined that a youth ministry program would have broad ecumenical appeal, but worried about concerns that would be raised among the Seminary’s constituency about the erosion of Lutheran identity.


David and Chris anticipated some concern raised by the faculty about the resources needed to fund a new faculty position, but were confident that this position would be an easy “sell” for the development office in terms of funding an endowed chair.  They also wondered about lodging another faculty position in the already disproportionately large faculty division in ministerial studies, but were prepared to propose that the person be lodged in the Biblical Studies Division, since they knew well the essential relationship of Biblical study to faith development in youth.  

So it was with hope and conviction that they presented their proposal under New Business at a recent faculty meeting.  Despite the fact that it was toward the end of the faculty meeting, they were well-prepared to talk about the need for this particular curricular revision. David argued the rationale and Chris reviewed the logistics of the written proposal.  Neither professor, however, had anticipated the varied but generally negative reactions their proposal got from their faculty colleagues.  

At first there was an extended moment of silence which was finally broken when Professor Olsen, one of the three longest standing faculty members exclaimed, “I don’t understand why this even comes to us.  This is not a matter for serious consideration as an academic discipline at this educational institution.  It’s fine for folks to become youth ministry gurus, but let them do it at one of those diploma factories, not here where we’re a serious school of theology.  After all, just who are we equipping for what?”


Professor Clark, another longtime tenured faculty member interjected.  “In any case, there are channels that need to be followed.  Has any faculty division considered this proposal?  Has the Academic Policies Committee looked at this?  Where are their responses and recommendations? We need to follow academic procedure here.”


“The issue isn’t procedure,” countered Associate Professor Fry.  “The issue is the attempt to add more and more to the faculty plate without realizing the consequences of the action.  In the last five years we have added on-line courses, a concentration in Public whatever-it-was, and tremendously expanded lay education.  But where is the accountability?  How does all of this relate to what we should be doing as a faculty?  When is this “mission creep” going to end?  No one seems to be guarding the core curriculum anymore. Someone has got to look at this ballooning of growing programs in this time of limited resources. Where is our overall plan?”


Professor Weis came in, “The heart of the issue, here, is a need in our constituency for  trained youth ministry leadership. We must recognize the urgency for developing diverse programs that are responsive to the requests of our historical partners. Over the long term, we must develop more ecumenically and culturally diverse communities of learning. This involves attention to creative programming and effective staffing both for the degree curricula and beyond it. And none of us has the kind of hands-on experience or background to be able to offer a credible youth ministry program without utilizing experienced adjunct resources. Besides, the ELCA has been looking to have a center for youth ministry preparation in our region and we would be stupid not to take advantage of this opportunity.  We can build on the good efforts already begun by our Director of Lifelong Learning, and expand our collaboration with the other schools in our cluster. Remember how our venture into offering on-line courses allowed us to expand our seminary’s program to a much broader audience of need and interest?”

David pressed a further advantage, “We can capture a niche of the marketplace if we act quickly. Look how the on-line courses have opened up new possibilities for creating communities of learning.”  Professor Miller blurted out: “Hey folks, it’s all going to come down to money.  The Business Manager has shown us repeatedly that we are in a financial crisis, and only the programs that can pay for themselves are going to survive.  There are real questions about the future of this school.  I think there’s a good deal of fear exhibited right in this room.”


Hoping to quell a bit of that anxiety, the President commented that he saw such a program strongly meeting the mission needs of the church and mentioned that a donor was in fact interested in giving a major gift precisely for the purposes of the youth ministry program.  He went on to caution the faculty, however, that even with a grant or gift, adding a full-time permanent faculty position likely was not in the cards. “We have fiscal realities here that simply can not be ignored!”

The Dean interjected, “We’ve already exchanged one hundred computers for two faculty positions! Unless we think creatively now, faculty resources won’t stretch to meet any new program initiatives.”  . . . And then added, “But we seem to be coming at these issues with such variance, I wonder if we’ll ever be able to reach consensus.” 


“Let’s give a preliminary ‘thumbs up’ to this proposal,” said Weis in a compromising tone, “so that those who are working on it will be able to go ahead with more detailed planning and study with the administration, faculty, and our constituency.  This program is innovative and deserves our support. Our colleagues have put in a lot of time and effort.  This could be an exciting new area for us.  We should honor their efforts and move to support them so that further conversation on this proposal can continue.  I wonder if we’re afraid to admit there are areas in which we’re not the experts.  I for one would like to explore what it means to venture into new territory; maybe we can learn to teach in some new ways that will benefit our work with all who come to this place.”


“But how is this going to affect all the other things we are now being asked to do?” Fry asked. I’m already inundated with work as it is.  I have no time for research and writing.”


Professor Harvey had been making comments to the side for quite some time, but finally jumped in.  “Isn’t this something that the faculty doesn’t really have to decide?  I mean, if some people want this kind of program on our campus, let them do it.  But the faculty doesn’t have to be dragged into it.  Let the administration hire other people to do it.” 


“The point is,” declared Olsen, “that there is no plan for rigorous theological discipline. We must remember that we are a graduate school of theological education. I worry that we will lose academic excellence in our programs as we are pressed into responding to the endless needs of the church. We can’t be all things to all constituencies.”

“Being open to new pedagogy without sacrificing quality education has always been part of this seminary’s heritage.  Who among us might give some leadership and become a kind of ‘player coach’ working in partnership with a team of youth ministry practitioners?” commented the Dean.


 “We don’t need a player coach,” countered Olsen.  “We need a whole new game plan and one that remembers what it means to be a seminary as a true academic institution.”

