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Pondering the Imponderable

It is late in the afternoon, shadows gathering, the end of a long Friday, mid-term. The building is quiet, save for the footsteps of a few stray students hurrying toward the stairwell, and the distant sounds of the cleaning crew arriving for the early-evening shift. Unbeknownst to each other, three professors and a Dean sit in their scattered offices, each somber in demeanor, as if pondering the imponderable. . . .


In Room 254, the Dean is weary. Too much of the day has been devoted to student requests for extensions of course assignments, extensions of probationary status, petitions to drop classes long after the deadline. These are the least serious of student crisis this semester. “What’s going on here?” mutters the Dean to herself. “Is it post-traumatic September 11 stress? Or, does it reflect a population of later-in-life students with way too many commitments, who are crashing and burning under utterly undue stress?” Just that morning, the faculty had discussed “formation,” a theme that now sounds idealistic, if not ludicrous. “Our students seem barely able to keep up with basic class work, while the faculty is envisioning moving to a curriculum beyond the basics: values and outcomes, aptitudes and attitudes, sequencing, evaluation. . . . Dare we continue this cloistered, visionary discussion, or should we problem-solve around students living in a ‘reality’ world?” She sighs deeply.


In 233, the newly-tenured church history prof is also heaving a sigh. It is the end of his favorite day of the week: the day to reconnect to one’s vocation as teacher and scholar; the day that begins, cup of coffee in hand, with the ironically guilty pleasure that there will be a few hours to relish a couple of journal articles in one’s field as well as prepare for next week’s classes. “This is going to be a good day,” he had thought. Had thought, until . . .


. . . A knock on the door had signaled the entrance of a senior M.Div. student named Milt. Typical of many students in class over the years, Milt is competent, but unremarkable. “Capable student, B-plus average, yet somehow detached about his education,” thinks 233. “Ever polite in class, but in seminary for the purpose of credentialing.” Milt had in his hand a recommendation form for his ordination candidacy. After some conversation and Milt’s departure, as the prof mused about how many letters he’d written for similarly-detached candidates, the phone had rung. To his consternation, the voice on the end of the line had been Melissa: problems with members of her student parish. He had realized that Melissa, like so many others, receives little support or mentoring from her denomination, a situation hardly unique to other students’ lives. A half hour later, with the empty coffee cup itself little help to a valiant stab at refocusing, he had seen Mary approach and walk through the office door. Mary, young and exceptionally bright, the poster child for the student one loves to teach, had just been turned down for ordination by her denomination. The reasons she recited had been unconnected with intellectual or practical preparedness. Again the anger had risen, until now, he is looking back at his ruined day and contemplating the frustrating burdens laid at his feet.


Down the hall, in 266, another colleague nurses an aching back and realizes that its major source is psychic rather than muscular, as she reviews the past seven days. “I can’t be in class Monday,” one student had e-mailed; “There’s been a death in my parish, and the funeral is at 11:00 that day.” An older man from a distant Episcopal parish had apologized for missing a lab session, unable to get excused from teaching the weekly confirmation class. Another had been so obsessed with pulling off a successful Bible conference at his church that he had completely forgotten the evening class session until reminded (too late) by his wife. Another, after class, had begged off from the next week’s session because of a revival at his church; and a woman student had pleaded her impending absence due to an unavoidable parish mediation session between her and her recalcitrant board. “Those and several others,” office 266 thought, “and how can I argue with any of them? You can’t fight city hall, or the district superintendent. What am I going to do with these postmodern seminarians? It’s hard to argue the live demands of the very ministry in which we want them to excel.” She gazes out into the dusk. “But God, I’m a jealous professor; jealous to know that these students have made the space to focus upon, digest, and be transformed by this course. I don’t like to ‘share,’ as if my class were just an avocation squeezed into spare moments after their ‘real’ work is done, or merely a hoop jumped through in order to attain ordained ministry!”


Next door in 236, a colleague, who is going on sabbatical, has purged seven years’ worth of insignificant files. As she ponders the three stacks of papers that now overflow the garbage and the recycling box, she wonders: “Are we missing the forest for the trees? As teachers we experience the immediate effects of the lives of today’s seminary students in our classrooms. We experience the students in crisis, the distractions of competing loyalties including church, family, and school. But we are also delighted and challenged by the students who perceive the world through experiences we’ve never had, who write brilliantly, who push us in our own thinking. It’s easy to get sucked into the problems or the gratifications of the moment. But what is the benefit of a seminary education—especially an education at CRCDS in the social gospel tradition—in the long run? These students are able to articulate their everyday experience and their professional expertise in various areas; and they’re ready to integrate all of this into a multifaceted theological vision for ministry in the church and in the world. There is little doubt that these students will be community leaders, judicatory executives, teachers and writers, people with influence as they participate in addressing the world’s big problems—war and peace, poverty and wealth, sickness and health, for example. Are we giving them the materials and the methods that will feed their future religious leadership? Will they carry out their ministry and leadership despite what they learned in seminary, or will we have given them the best foundation upon which to ground their work?”


Finally, in all four offices, the pressure of the week’s demands comes home to roost. Picking up the “comfort book” she’s carried back and forth all week without a moment to crack it open, and thinking that surely she is the only person left on the second floor, the Dean throws open her door, waves Harry Potter in the quiet air, and shouts into the empty hallway, “Theological wizardry! That’s what we need! Maybe the pedagogical issues aren’t just problems to be solved. Heads up, people! Instead of what’s not working, can we talk about re-imagining theological education here? Stand the cloistered-away-from-the-world model on its head, so that what seems to be distraction gets transmuted into asset and opportunity! But how?”


The door of 266 also flies open, and a responding voice calls out “So: Is formation dichotomy, or creatively-inseparable tension?


And over it all, the voice of one with the globe on her mind: “More courageous preaching! Wider reading! Genuinely curious—instead of merely dutiful—listening! Collaboration! Accountability!


At the other end of the hall, briefcase in hand and key in the door, 233 hears the echoes and hollers back: “My kingdom for a new praxis of ministry and learning! Let it pervade both academia and church! But in the meantime, TGIF!”
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