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Spiritual Formation and Theological Education

. Horror stories are often told and heard that
seminary actually hinder ones spiritual life. Theo-
logical education does more harm than good to
the development of a minister. The rigors of theo-
logical training may build up ones intellectual life
but it spells loose for ones spiritual life. In some
Chinese churches, going to seminary and getting
a proper theological training is even discouraged.
Behind these lamentations and uneasiness over
theological education, one may sense the impor-
tance of spiritual formation in seminarian training.
[t demands that the ideals of spirituality be ad-
dressed in theological education.

Since the early Church, the focus of theo-
logical education is spiritual formation. The leading
exemplars in the patristic period alone are these
remarkable models: Ignatius, Irenaeus, Cyprian,
Athanasius, Chrysostom, Ambrose, Augustine,
Cyril of Jerusalem, and Gregory the Great. All of
them were profound theological teachers. All were
bishops. All were biblical scholars and commen-
tators. Ambrose and Gregory are probably the
leading patristic examples of the integration of
the intellectual and spiritual or character forma-

tion in theological education.” “The Love of Learn-
ing and the Desire for God,” a phrase that comes
from Jean Leclercq’s classical study of monastic
education in the middle ages demonstrates that
the knowledge and the love of God is, or at least
should be, central to theological education. Thus,
effective theological formation of men and women
for ministries in the church and the world, should

be involved with deepening of their spiritual life.”

Broadly, within the Protestant tradition, there
has often been a suspicion of “spirituality,” espe-
cially as it is express in classical spiritual disciplines
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Samuel Chiow

beyond corporate or individual prayer and hymn
singing. Richard Lovelace observed that Luther
and Calvin reacted against Western Catholic spiri-
tuality because Catholics believed they were being
justified only as they were being sanctified. This led
to a spirituality, which required a progression to per-
fection through spiritual exercises. Because of this
reaction, Luther and Calvin may have gone too far
an extreme in avoiding the use of spiritual exercis-
es for spiritual growth. Lovelace believes that “the

new interest in spiritual disciplines shows hat we

are tying recover balance.” Openness to spiritual

formation practices and spiritual formation as an
intentional effort on Protestant theological school
campuses is a relatively new phenomenon.

The renewed concern for spirituality in the
contemporary church is a mixed blessing for those
who teach in seminary and theological schools. On
the one hand, it is helpful. The spiritual quality of
theological education must surely be taken as se-
riously as that of those traditional academic disci-
plines. On the other hand it is problematic. Protes-
tant theological education has tended to focus on
methods of critical reflection, and thereby create
a very particular education. Seminaries have been
emerging and growing inspired by the ideal that
seminary is to harmonize a sound balance between
philosophy and theology. “The Puritans called it a
‘learned ministry’ and brought to New England an
English educational approach centered in colleges
designed to produce public servants. Once Har-
vard and Yale were established, students gained
enough theology to serve as public leaders, but
technical study of theology and preparation for the
ministry were left for the years after graduation.
Ministers had to pick up their theological studies
by apprenticing themselves to an experienced pas-
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tor.”* The practice of spirituality is by no means a
reflection upon God. It is an obedient life living out
a dynamic relation with God in this world, and it is
the necessary condition for our salvation in Christ.

Theological education is supposed to train
seminarians for ministry. It is not just to give out in-
formation and knowledge. The head is as important
as the heart is, and the intellectual development is
equally important as spiritual depth. Information
and knowledge are important, but theological edu-
cation must shape a ministerial identity. It requires
attentions to the caring and nurturing of souls in-
side and outside the classroom. Education and
formation in spirituality requires time and focus.

When one considers the quality and depth
of the seminarians in their relations with God and
other people, one may ask what is the first task
in spiritual formation. It requires the cultivation of
spiritual life to the point that the seminarians be-
come sensitive to the truth and reality of God re-
vealed in Christ, and committed themselves to this
truth and reality as the foundation of their ministry.
What then is spiritual formation? | would quote an
tentative definition by Dr. Robert Banks: “Spiritual
formation refers to the work of the Holy Spirit who
transforms us into the image of Christ through
deepening our relationship with God and others in
and through our daily lives. Spiritual formation has
personal and corporate dimensions and is nur-
tured formally through the spiritual disciplines and
corporate worship, and more in formally through
families, work, civic and interpersonal experiences.
Spiritual formation in an individual is evidenced by
a maturing of Christian character which effectively
shows the reality of Christ’s presence and love in

the world.” °

Central to the training of the minister’s spiri-
tual life is the practice of spiritual disciplines that

strengthens one’s relationship with God. Those
who have served as pastors know that, without
spiritual disciplines we can’t sustain in our calling.
If we want pastors and church leaders who know
what it means to catch a glimpse of God and who
will enable others to catch the same vision, then
we must create the space for them to engage
deeply in theology—not just intellectual pursuit,
but contemplatively and practically too. We are
called to worship God with the mind and heart,
soul and strength; if pastors and church leaders
don’t know how to do this, they may be equipped
to fill a building, but not build a church. Practice in
spiritual life—which is so often taken for granted
needs to be a central thread of training ministers.
Spiritual formation can gain greater prominence
in today’s seminary if there is an institutional will
to back up by some financial commitment to and
clearing of time for this aspect of training.

Also, faculty’s recognition of its importance is
vital. Indeed, we must be open to a more holistic
approach to theological education. For instance,
a small group of faculty and student in prayer and
reflection, in co-working in a church, and so on,
will profoundly deepen seminarians’ spiritual life
throughout his or her seminary life.

The second task of the seminary is to prepare
persons to serve in and with the Christian commu-
nity of God’s people as exemplars of the gospel.
This means, to “become” a community, we must
“be” a community. We must become acutely aware
of our membership in Christ’s community and Chi-
nese community, and we must relate to the com-
munity realistically and authentically. In this task,
there is a need of perceiving the significance of “life
together” (to borrow a term from Bonhoeffer) as
the fundamental shape of the spiritual formation.
We are keenly aware of the persistent individual-
ism in Chinese culture and in popular Christian pi-



ety. A successful theological education is to teach
students to realize that, while prayer and spiritual
life are essentially personal, any personal relation-
ship involving his or her relationship with God is
determinatively communal. What appears to be
something new and fresh is in fact a return to a
more ancient model of theological education. This
model, which has its roots in early monasticism,
will emphasize the importance of individuals join-
ing a particular community, which shares and cel-
ebrates a common life together.

Through spiritual formation programs, we
must impose these issues in front of seminarians:
what does it mean to serve Christ in the church
and the world? What is the radically faithful wit-
ness to Christ? In the context of community, they
have to face themselves and each other by looking
carefully and prayerfully at their past, present and
future. This includes their lives of service, study
and prayer, as well as their own journey of Chris-
tian vocation. We believe seminary experience will
provide them the opportunities to confront and
embrace challenges and growth in the context of
Christian community. The spiritual formation pro-
gram intends to help student enter into self-reflec-
tion before God and God’s people.

The third task is that the seminarians need to

nurture the interrelation of prayer, study and service
(head, heart and hand). In our seminaries, these

Footnote:
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activities are not internally held together in theolog-
ical education. The success or failure of a seminary
should be measured by how well the interrelation
of beliefs and practices is articulated, and how in-
terrelated their study and prayer and service are
handled as whole. So often in our church life and
seminary life do we dichotomize or drive a wedge
between Christian beliefs and practices. In this re-
gard, our seminary education should emphasize
on programs of spiritual formation and help the
students to live out a deep connection between
Christian beliefs and practices.

For centuries, worship, prayer, Bible study
and prayer service have been part of theological
education in most seminaries. Christians as well
as their ministers are a people of the incarnation of
Word and Spirit. From this point of view, theologi-
cal education is essential to spiritual formation, and
spiritual formation is essential to theological edu-
cation. A committed program of spiritual formation
in theological education is crucial to cultivating the
head and the heart, the love of learning and the
desire for God. Such love and desire are shaped
by, and in turn shapes, lives of transformative ser-
vice to, for and with God’s people. When spiritual
formation is intrinsic to rigorous theological educa-
tion, it will truly enhance the trained ministers to
the deepest inward concentration for service in the
church and the world.

. Carl Volz, “Seminaries: The Love of Learning or the Desire of God?” Dialog 28.2 (Spring, 1989), 104.

. Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God, trans. Catherine Misrahi (New York: Fordham University, 1982).
. Richard Lovelace, “Evangelicalism: Recovering a Tradition of Spiritual Depth,” The Reformed Journal 40. 7 (1990), 25.

. Bruce Shelley, “The Seminaries’ Identity Crisis,” Christianity Today, May 17, 1993, 43.

. Robert Banks, “Spiritual Formation in the Seminary”, See the website: http://catalystresources.org/issues/191banks.html
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