Methodist Theological School in Ohio

Constrained by the Ethic of Nice:

The Challenge of Cultivating Critical Assessment in a Seminary Environment


Professor Stephens had waited until the end of class to hand back their papers.  He’d learned from past experience that any earlier distribution would result in him being largely ignored for the rest of the class.  So, he was able to complete the lecture on Revelation and apocalyptic literature unimpeded by the weight of disappointment that generally settled over the classroom after the papers landed in the hands of their creators.  Some of their prior reactions caused Stephens to wince at the memory: Debbie who had left crying from the class; or the scathing email from Stan, a second-career student, who, having enumerated the many demands upon him from church and family life, stated with a clarity that was lacking in his assignments, that Stephens’ expectations were too high—no other professor had given him such a low mark.  Perhaps the most disturbing, was the visit from one of his better students, Janine, who placed the onus upon Stephens to improve her mark to an A because her scholarship depended upon a high grade point average.  It was clear that these students viewed Stephens as their adversary, the one who wasn’t as nice as he had seemed in class.


Even though his tactic did forestall the usual chorus of objections, Stephens was displeased as he returned to his office after the class.  It struck him now, how different the atmosphere was at this seminary, where 80% of the students were pursuing ordination, than at the university where he engaged in doctoral studies, in an acknowledged climate of competition.  Stephens was painfully aware of that agonistic environment as he vied for scholarships, the odd teaching position, and even for the professors’ time.  Yet, he had truly come to embrace that same social phenomenon within the classroom, where he had learned to birth an argument and then reformulate it under the challenges and clarifications made by his colleagues.  He had come to imagine that in this exchange they were all emulating the long-standing rabbinical tradition that revels in the ongoing practice of rhetorical challenge within a community.  In fact, it was in the classroom that Stephens had grappled with deconstructionism as applied to biblical exegesis, following the hermeneutical paradigms constructed by such noted figures as Jacques Derrida and Stanley Fish.  Somewhere in the process of this exegetical experimentation, Stephens came to the realization that he could not embrace a paradigm for biblical exegesis that was disinterested in the socio-historical setting of the sacred texts, allowing seemingly as numerous interpretations as there were persons to read and hear the passages. 


It was this sense of engagement that Stephens could not detect in his seminary students.  Instead he observed the need to affirm verbally every viewpoint as equally important.  Their concern was that everyone receives validation, unable to distinguish between a person’s opinion on a topic and that person herself.  Stephens could detect on certain students’ faces a dissatisfaction with the statement that another classmate made, and he would even ask those with furrowed brows to speak, but their remarks were so often prefaced with a catena of disclaimers—“this is just my opinion,” “for me this passage reads,” and “I may be way off base here”—that their objection was barely audible under the qualifiers.  To object, to qualify, even to question, bordered upon being uncharitable to others, supposedly antithetical to their Christian heritage.


Thus it was in today’s class on Revelation and apocalypticism.  Joe’s presentation, entitled “Current Apocalyptic Trends,” ended up being an enumeration of the various signs of the end from Mark 13, juxtaposed with current events that “matched” the verses in the gospel, thereby signaling the immanent parousia.  Stephens harbored hopes for some critical comments during the discussion, but no serious challenges to Joe’s exegesis of Mark 13 were articulated.  There was a hint of criticism when Anne inquired if these “signs of the end” had not been detected in nearly every generation since the first, but Joe’s explanation that “more signs were evident in our generation than in any other” ended the conversation.  Despite the fact that Joe’s reading defied the historio-cultural focus of the class—namely, that the particularities of the writings be honored—no one dared to acknowledge the elephant now standing in the room.


From the moment of Joe’s presentation onward, the energy of some of the class seemed to be directed towards the conundrum of reading Revelation as though it were written both for first century readers and for this particular seminary class.  The quest to affirm both this and that paralyzed several members of the class.  Therefore, constrained by the ethic of nice that drives the life of his seminary, Stephens began again to set the socio-cultural context of the first century.







* *


He had really misjudged Stephens.  Giving a cursory glance to the numerous comments jotted throughout the margins of his paper, Howard was aghast at the B- that stared at him from the bottom of the final page.  It became clear to him that Stephens did not understand his situation.  Howard was already doing the work of a minister—he’d spent most of Sunday at the hospital holding vigil with the family at the bedside of a dying church elder, and this was after he’d preached the sermon at worship.  Several members of his congregation had told him that he was the best minister that they’d ever had, and yet, here was this grade, lower than all of those others who had agreed to reveal to him what they’d received as they walked out of the class.  Even Howard’s classmates seemed shocked to discover his B-; they offered the suggestion that maybe Howard was threatening to the young Stephens.  However, that did not change the mark.  Howard had the impression that Stephens really cared about his students and was, at heart, a truly nice guy.  But the mark on this paper changed all his suppositions.


In addition to his disgruntlement over his grade, Howard was ambivalent about today’s class.  There was that presentation by Joe, one of the few people at seminary that Howard counted as a friend.  It just so happened that, like most of the students now, they commuted in a couple of days per week for classes and headed back towards home as soon after they had visited the library to gather materials for the next week.  So, Howard wasn’t surprised when Joe asked him for his reaction to his presentation.  Of course, Howard was encouraging, saying something complimentary, as he had been trained to do, but he’d squirmed a little in class before, watching Joe explain his opinion of Mark 13.  Well, it’s just a matter of what he thinks, thought Howard.  Who am I to question his position?  








* *

There was that judicatory evaluation for one of his New Testament students, having made its way to the top of the pile on his desk, awaiting Stephens when he finally returned from morning meetings.  He wondered how well prepared students were to answer probing questions before their Boards or even to handle certain parish situations, when they had such a difficult time dealing with critical comments and grades here in the seminary.  Ignoring the beckoning pile for now, thinking he’d browse his email while he lunched at his desk, Stephens soon discovered Howard’s correspondence.  According to his student, the only explanation for such a low mark was that Stephens had something personal against Howard.  More than that, this mark apparently had challenged Howard’s conviction that he should be trained as a minister—a condition for which Stephens was directly responsible.  As he printed off the objectionable message, Stephens ran through his choices: to draft an apologetic reply to the student or to refuse to give credence to such emotionally charged comments.  Clearly, it would take some time to think about what to do.  And in the meantime, he had that other evaluation to write.  Sighing, he turned to face the pile once again.

