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A Tale of Three Trips

In a seminary far, far away (or at least in an urban center with a love of cheese steaks between New York City and Washington, D.C.), three different groups set off to see the church and the world beyond its cloistered walls. One group set its sights on Central America and life in post-war El Salvador. Another piled into cars and drove south to discover the forgotten world of the Gulla culture in the Outer Banks of North Carolina. A third flew to Guyana.


The seminary’s catalog expressed the faculty’s expectations for such trips. They comprised an important aspect of theological education; they fit into the overall vision of the institution. The curriculum and its drafters intended “globalization” to open students up to the variety of cultures and theologies found in churches throughout the world. These trips were to be excellent opportunities to explore the interface between faith, theology and society—the interface that provides Christianity with its public expression. Sometimes the trips seemed to accomplish these lofty goals, but sometimes they did not.


When the three groups returned, they prepared and presented reports to the entire community, summarizing their experiences and demonstrating what they had learned. The group returning from El Salvador had journeyed the farthest in experiencing and articulating a genuine sensitivity to the Christians whom they had encountered on their trip. They were very diverse, mirroring the seminary’s own composition: young students directly out of college and second-career students, urban dwellers and suburbanites, United States citizens and foreigners; people of various ethnicities; students, teachers, and spouses. Some even spoke fluent Spanish. The group’s presentation reflected the sophistication of its members and showed, in the words of one faculty member, “The best of what such trips can do.” The report itself focused on the big (political) picture, offered well-though-out theological reflection, and used a variety of media.


By comparison, reporting on the Guyana trip proved something of an embarrassment. To be sure, the professors were very familiar with the country and its culture, but the students remained simplistic in describing their encounters with what one participant termed “such nice people.” In the oral presentation, they even made fun of their living quarters, which their host church had provided for them. They did not assess the impact their own culture had had on those around them.


The third presentation fell somewhere in between. The visitors to John’s Island had gone ostensibly to help rehabilitate housing for the residents. Some students had already made the trip—a regular feature in the seminary’s January term for some time. Their report reflected their good intentions—doing good for the poor—but did not consider fully the root causes of the poverty they encountered nor the ways in which the people of John’s Island helped the students. This was no encounter of equals. The students even changed a story to make it come out successfully, when in fact it had not.


Later that year, some members of the faculty gathered to discuss what had happened. These educators were committed to facilitating theological transformation and growth during three years of education and to finding expression for theology’s public face. In their eyes, the results could hardly have been more frustrating. At first, all they could ask was, “What went wrong?” or even “Did anything go right?” They expected such trips to produce well-rounded, globalized citizens, not reveal American insularity and its middle-class values. One out of three may be good for batting averages, but not for theological education.


Ten years ago, some professors would have relished the failure and argued that such trips were little more than “global slumming” or especially sinister attempts at liberal brainwashing. But the faculty had changed in the interim, and there were no deep divisions, but rather real convergence on the curricular goal of globalization. Still, the inability of some students to show even a modicum of sensitivity had them puzzled.


The dean observed that, given such diversity within the student body, “How does one address the entire constituency of any class?” This, one person noted, is particularly difficult when faculty members are tempted to focus on students who need the least help. Thus, those with the least sensitivity are chalked up as failures and met with shrugs and knowing smiles when discussed in faculty meetings.


The reflection went even deeper. They wondered, “How do we relate theological education to theological experience?” Even the president weighed in. “A teacher of mine used to say that we accomplish very little in seminary education.” Another faculty member noted that the president’s former professor reflected a Sergeant Friday approach to pedagogy (“Just the facts, ma’am”) rather than one that encouraged students to construct knowledge for themselves. One person summarized it this way. “How do you take people unused to analysis through steps of analysis without boring everyone else? Perhaps we need to develop and offer layered experiences as a way to hone peoples’ critical thinking skills.”


Later that same day, the professors of systematic theology, church history, and pastoral care met in the hallway. “The problem goes deeper than simply globalization,” the historian groused. “Students who cannot express their encounter with other cultures in a sophisticated manner, will also have little tolerance for historical figures and their idiosyncrasies. Either they will worship them as gods or dismiss them as irrelevant.” The professor of pastoral care agreed. “Think of what we are tempted to do when encountering a grieving person: heap all our own expectations onto them. This is a pastoral dilemma of the first order.” The systematician sighed. She had heard it all before. “People lust for the safety of their own kind. We all prefer to make God over in our own image rather than risk any encounter with the Other. Perhaps this is akin to humanity’s original sin.”


A New Testament curmudgeon, who had overheard their conversation, interrupted them. “All well and good, theoretically, but how do we actually break this cycle? How do we make the educational process serve these people? Doesn’t our criticism of these students reflect our own narrowness? We teach our favorite topics, enjoy our in jokes, and look down on anyone not as enlightened as we are. Whatever open-minded content our courses may contain, the delivery system is deeply, deeply flawed.” They looked at him in stunned disbelief. Sensing their surprise, he muttered, “Quod erat demonstrandum!” and padded down the hall.
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