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I.  
Issue and Context


In 1994, Bethel Theological Seminary developed the following Vision Statement:

The passion of Bethel Seminary is to advance the gospel of Jesus Christ among all people in culturally sensitive ways. As a Spirit-empowered, biblically grounded community of learning, Bethel strives to develop and equip whole and holy persons to serve and lead so that churches and ministry agencies can become all they are called to be and do all they are called to do in the world for the glory of God. 

The following year, a “three-centers” philosophy was adopted to implement this Vision Statement and to provide a stronger impetus for integration.  The Centers for Biblical and Theological Foundations, for Transformational Leadership, and for Spiritual and Personal Formation were formed, providing structure for the curriculum on our St. Paul campus and informing the regional distinctives on our campuses in San Diego and on the East Coast.  

In the integrative discussions that accompanied this structural and philosophical shift, a consistent theme emerged: If we were going to have an impact on the formation journeys of our students, we would need to attend first to the formation of Bethel’s “permanent community” (faculty, administration, staff).  Our faculty members are at different places with regard to how they conceptualize spiritual and personal formation for both themselves and our students and how they envision their role in student formation.  The Lexington Seminar narrative that we developed addressed that concern:  “Informing the Formers: The Role of Faculty in the Spiritual and Personal Formation of Students.”  

II.  
Project Design

A.  Retreats
Two combined retreats with faculty and staff from all three regions focused on analyzing the issues and concerns contained within and implied by the narrative. 

The perspectives of the key “players” in the narrative were expanded, with a particular emphasis on the faculty members and their interaction.  Small-group discussions, panel presentations, and a fishbowl experience were part of these retreats.

As with most large-group experiences, the challenge has been to adequately summarize the issues raised, assign relevant follow-up work appropriately, and provide continuity from one experience to the next.  

Two additional trans-regional faculty retreats were planned but canceled.  The first was scheduled for the weekend following September 11, 2001.  The second, planned for the winter of 2003, was canceled due to institutional financial pressures related to the struggling national economy.  Faculty members in each region were encouraged to continue focusing on issues raised in the earlier retreats.  Rather than being a barrier to progress, these cancellations helped shape our learnings, as will be described below.

B.  Cross-cultural Experience
On the St. Paul campus, three faculty meetings were devoted to off-campus conversations with leaders from the Hmong community in the Twin Cities (the largest Hmong population center outside of Cambodia, Vietnam, and China).  The experience of meeting with these leaders raised at least two issues for faculty formation:  (1) how we conceptualize and engage in contextualization and (2) how we understand our own cultural identity and “cultural epistemology.”  Faculty members in San Diego and at Seminary of the East have been engaged in this kind of dialogue for some time and continue to respond to the cross-cultural challenges unique to their respective locations.

If we were to do this part of the project over, we would structure more and different ways to debrief the experience.   Faculty members differ in their perceptions of what would be valuable follow-up experiences (both cognitive and affective).

C.  Research
Issues that emerged out of the discussions and experiences described above were incorporated into an ongoing research project designed to understand the formation experiences of both students and faculty.  

D.  The Undesigned Project
It probably should not have surprised us that, in designing a project that would deal with our own formation, we would encounter opportunities to do that formation work.  It isn’t that life interrupted our project; rather, life continued on as life does and our project was put to tests we could not have predicted but that both influenced and reflected our own degree of formation as a community.  Terrorism and economic uncertainty not only forced the cancellation of two retreats; they also asked us to examine the sources of our security and the temptations we feel to exclude those who we define as “Other.”  

At a faculty meeting early in the fall of 2003, participants were asked to share significant personal and/or professional experiences from the summer.  For two hours faculty members and administrators shared joys and highlights but also deep family pain, recent diagnoses of potentially life-threatening illnesses, and experiences of great loss.  In the year since then, aggressive battles against cancer have been fought, a heart transplant is being awaited, parents have died suddenly, wildfires have threatened both property and routine. 

In addition, from September 2002 through May 2003, a series of racist incidents occurred on the St. Paul campus (five at the College and two at the Seminary).  These incidents were increasingly hateful, culminating in death threats against persons of color in our community.  Students, faculty, administrators, and staff experienced an agonizing end to the school year, one that was exacerbated by the discovery that a Seminary student was responsible for at least two of the acts.  Our institutional and personal responses revealed both the depth of our formation and the long journey ahead of us.

None of these external, contextual factors were part of our project design.  And although demanding and painful on many levels, they have become part of the most valuable learning outcomes. The challenge of living in community, with each other and with our students, at the intersection of our faith and our experience has fostered an unanticipated, sacred sense of authenticity, transparency, and dependence on God.  

III.
Resources Used in Developing and Implementing the Project (e.g., publications, books, resource experts, facilitators)


A.  Books

For the February 2002 combined faculty workshop, “A Team Approach to Spiritual Formation,” all participants were asked to read Miroslav Volf’s Exclusion and Embrace and Henri Nouwen’s Journey of the Heart.  


B.  Resource Experts

· Seven Hmong leaders: three pastors, three social workers/family scholars, and one legislator. 

· A nationally known writer/presenter on spiritual formation spent a week in St. Paul, appearing in more than 20 forums (lunches, community events, classes, etc.).  This offered a shared experience/vocabulary within which students, faculty, pastors, and others could discuss formation and the implications for what we might be able to do as a faculty team to support our students’ formation journeys.

IV.
Project Results

The impact of the Lexington Seminar experience has varied considerably both from individual to individual and also from geographical center to center within the Bethel community. The awareness that not one size fits all in this area of spiritual formation has continued to emerge in our discussions.  Bethel Seminary is composed of three distinctive geographical regions (San Diego, St. Paul, and our four very different East Coast teaching centers), each with somewhat different needs and challenges in this area of integrating spiritual formation into the curriculum.  Consequently, these different regions not only started at different points in this area of integrating spiritual formation into their curriculum, but have also proceeded in somewhat different ways over the period of the Lexington Seminar project.
We are still in process and are continuing to make progress on the topic of improving our curriculum by integrating personal and spiritual formation into our entire curriculum.  Through the Lexington Seminar this process has moved another step forward and issues have been raised to a new level of consciousness.  As recently as our fall 2003 combined faculty retreat, we found ourselves continuing to wrestle with these same issues of integration and improving our curricular effectiveness.  Serious questions were raised in this faculty retreat about the goal(s) of teaching, the nature of integration, and how faculty themselves need to be integrated persons themselves in order to communicate this kind of integration to others.  There was a clear consensus that these issues need to remain high on our agenda over the next five to seven years as we continue to wrestle with them both at the level of our individual geographical regions as well as in the context of a united Bethel faculty.  The Lexington Seminar has helped provide a catalyst to move us ahead to the next level in these areas. 

Conversations have occurred between faculty members on matters of formation and integration that have gone to this deeper level.  In some ways, the acknowledgment of how much we have yet to learn and how far we have yet to go has seemed to deepen our sense of commitment to pursue a vision: that of providing a truly integrative, formative experience for students that replicates one faculty members are also having.  Although daunting, this vision seems to have inspired rather than discouraged us. 

Systemically, the faculty response to this vision seems to have energized students as well.  Students seem to be more convinced of the importance of formation and integration and therefore more willing to open themselves to the process.  They have volunteered more stories, with more gratitude for their experience, than ever before.  One said, for example, “The Bethel ‘brand’ should be ‘transformation’—that has happened to me in every class.”  

Some concrete changes have been implemented over the course of this project.  For example, in St. Paul, we moved from a first-year “junior interview” (in which students met with one or two faculty members to discuss briefly their transition into the Seminary experience) to a quarterly evaluation of students based on careful observation by all members of the Seminary community (faculty, staff, and administrators).  This approaches the kind of “formation mentoring” that has been done by faculty members of the Seminary of the East since its inception.  It has also shifted the emphasis of student evaluation to one of developmental monitoring and support and has required that faculty learn to distinguish, for example, between anxiety, pathology, and immaturity.  As a result of this shift, we conducted significant interventions—ranging from building a developmental plan to termination—with more than thirty students during the 2002-2003 school year.

This year (2003-2004) we have responded to the results of this kind of triangulation of data by reconceptualizing the roles of those responsible for student life.  We have reconfigured the Director of Student Life position to that of a Director of Seminary Student Development, recognizing that more traditional student life programming emphases will not help us accomplish our vision.  The Director of Student Development will be able to equip and resource faculty members as they play a more active role in the formation journeys of students.

A second shift is occurring this academic year: faculty meetings and retreats are being redesigned to foster dialogue, both within and among all three regions, that will deepen and expand on the issues of formation and integration raised over the course of the Lexington Seminar project.  We expect that we will need to address issues of domain and interdisciplinary collaboration.  The challenge in this is that of avoiding “turf” battles and maintaining shared ownership of the process and its outcomes, but the fact that this challenge exists at all also reflects the keen interest faculty members have in this team approach to formation.  

Related to this is a new policy designed to encourage and support more team teaching.  Done well, team teaching will both demand and model formation and integration.  This policy has been approved, and we will seek additional funding to make implementation more widespread.  

V.
Sharing the Wisdom

Our experience over the life of the Lexington Seminar project has taught us a number of things about the teaching and learning challenges related to formation and integration.  Among the most important: 

A.  The nature and content of the formal curriculum shapes the questions that keep surfacing as most important to the institution.  With regard to formation and integration, does ours force the right questions most of the time?  Or does it ignore them most of the time?  Improving our curricular effectiveness is a primary strategic initiative for the next five years.

B.  Integration appears to be a self-generating process; in other words, doing some of it requires us to do more of it.  The same appears to be true of formation.  This means that we are undertaking a dynamic, organic, fluid challenge that can create its own momentum if we learn how to channel the energy rather than squelch it.  Definitional work, conceptual precision, and creative programming will require us to do formation work institutionally as well as individually.

C.  This institutional formation work will both demand and create community.  Community building is much more a campaign than an event.  Trust “leaks,” which means we need to attend to the ways in which people (faculty and students) both intentionally and unconsciously test the trustworthiness of the institution.  

D.  Formation is by definition invitational.  This raises at least two institutional paradoxes for our students and us:  

(1) How do we make a requirement invitational?  And do we and our students see the invitation as being from Bethel or from God? 

(2) How do we simultaneously hold values both for self-disclosure and for developmental (vs. punitive) responses to that self-disclosure?  A fundamental tension is that the invitation to transparency and self-disclosure that is key to personal growth in any Seminary is offered in a context of constant evaluation in which the content of what is disclosed could and sometimes does disqualify someone from pursuing the calling that they believe brought them to Seminary.  As one student told a friend who had been asked to take some time off to address specific formation issues, “You let them know you; that was the problem.”

These paradoxes bring us to both philosophical and pragmatic questions such as: What should a Bethel graduate look like?  Who will monitor, from admission to commencement, a student’s resemblance to that vision?  How will resources (such as housing and financial aid) be managed if we ask a student to slow down or stop out in order to attend to their formation work? 

E.  And perhaps our most keenly felt learning: The unplanned curriculum trumps the planned curriculum every time.  In terms of influence, setting the agenda, moving us to new places of authenticity and integration, what happens in life is more significant than what happens in planning sessions.  This will be true for our students as well, no matter what their ministry contexts will be.  As Provost Eliason has said, “Life becomes the most powerful evaluator of the continuity between a formal curriculum and the outcomes it professes to offer.” So terrorism, economic stress, racism, family crisis, cancer become the proving ground for our formation and our integration.  Our teaching and learning must provide the foundation, the agenda, the vocabulary, the skills, the courage, for us to model and for students to learn faithful responses to the challenging tests life hands us all.   

