Phillips Theological Seminary

“All My Students: Thinking Critically About Critical Reflection”

Cast (in order of appearance):


Dr. Susan Owens, Professor of Christian Education
Dr. Bill Mack, Professor of Ethics and Society
Dr. Jan Willbanks, Professor of Theology

Dr. Alison Lake, Professor of Church History

Dr. Mike Lowe, Professor of New Testament

Ms. Karen Neill, a 2nd year student

ADVANCE \d6It is almost 1:00 p.m., and a faculty senate meeting is about to begin.  However, several members of the faculty are already engaged in a spirited conversation about  the latest round of student portfolio reviews.  

 “We’ve agreed that critical reflection is an essential skill for ministry that we ought to be teaching in all of our classes,” remarked Susan.

“Definitely,” responded Bill. “Our students need to be able to evaluate their theological perspectives in the broadest possible context.  Each one needs to see their own tradition’s strengths while acknowledging its gaps.  Yet our recent experience with student portfolio reviews suggests to me that too many of our students aren’t catching onto those critical, analytical skills.” 

“Even worse,” added Jan, “many seem to avoid anything like critical reflection.  As I read their assignments, it’s as if they’re primarily looking for voices that agree with them rather than voices that challenge them to think through issues in alternate ways.” 

“I agree,” said Bill.  “One of my students exclaimed the other day, ‘Well, this has been a nice discussion, but I haven’t heard anything yet to change my mind!’  Rather than being open to other views, he was only prepared to defend a point of view that he didn’t intend to relinquish, no matter what.”

“And in terms of an historical perspective,” added Alison, “such students frequently understand little about the positions they’re defending.  So their comments reflect only the particular religious culture in which they were shaped.” 

“It seems to me that’s where it comes back to us,” said Mike.  “How do we encourage students to develop a more complex understanding of their faith?  Some students experience the challenge to question previously held assumptions and understandings as a challenge to faith itself.  So how do we help students take that disorienting step for the sake of a reorientation to perhaps more adequate and faithful ways of thought and practice?  Maybe as a faculty we need to think more about what we are really asking our students to do.”

ADVANCE \d6The camera zooms in on an office where a student,  Ms. Karen Neill, is meeting with Dr. Jan Willbanks, her adviser. 

“I really don’t understand why my professor gave me such a low grade on this book review,” remarked Karen.  “She told us to think critically, to think for ourselves, and I did that.  I offered my honest opinion of the book.”  

Jan paused a moment. “Karen, when your professor asked for a ‘critical reflection,’ what do you think she meant?”  

“I’m not sure,” replied Karen. “All the professors talk about critical reflection, but they ask us to do different things in our assignments.  And while they say that they expect me to think for myself, when I say what I think, I often get low grades.  I guess the main problem is that I haven’t agreed with them.  But I have a right to express my own opinions, don’t I?  My friend, Daryl, says I should just learn how to play the academic game: figure out what the different professors - liberal or conservative - want to hear, give them what they want, and graduate.” 

ADVANCE \d6Back in the conference room, the faculty discussion continues.

“I wonder to what extent we as a faculty share a common understanding of what ‘critical reflection’ means,” said Mike.  In my Introduction to the New Testament course, I want to help students break down the unexamined assumption that the Bible is a unified text, dictated by God, fully consistent, and literally true in all of its parts.  So, by critical reflection, I mean a willingness to examine, and perhaps alter, basic theological assumptions that inform one’s piety.” 

“In our History of Christianity survey courses,” said Allison, “I want to break through the assumption that history is simply ‘what happened.’  So, by critical reason, I mean a sense of empathy not just for one position, but for all of the different positions in conflicts that produced change.  Jacob Neusner talks about ‘making sense of the other party’s nonsense.’  That’s what critical reason means to me: not just understanding, but having some empathy for positions different from one’s own.”

“For me,” added Bill, “critical reflection means that when you read a text, you don’t merely attend to the flow of the argument.  You read for how the argument is constructed: what its fundamental assumptions and basic metaphors are.  In other words, you learn how to take a position apart to examine it.  Instead of simply saying, ‘I really like this book,’ or ‘I disagree with that author,’ you have to be able to explain your judgments about a work and, finally, to consider whether the assumptions and affirmations of the author are the most faithful and adequate ones.  That’s when conversion can happen - when the moral task of constructive thought is engaged.”

“Obviously we don’t have time before the senate meeting starts to hear from everyone,” stated Susan.  “But it’s interesting that those three views, while closely related, are all a little different.”  

“It appears to me that our central set of questions,” Bill interjected, “has to do with the range of meanings that we want to emphasize in defining critical reflection for our students, the development of a holistic curriculum that teaches critical thinking skills, and the relation between critical reflection and formation for ministry.”  

“Yes,” agreed Jan.  “And your last point is important.  I do think we need to have a clearer sense of how our educational model helps shape congregational and cultural leaders.  We have to think more about how to plan for processes of disorientation and reorientation in a program of graduate professional theological studies.  And we have to consider how we intend to help our diverse students integrate their transformative experiences within the seminary community and relate them positively to forms of service within churches and local communities.”

