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BEYOND EDUCATION:  EXPLORING A THEOLO GY OF 
THE CHURCH’S  THEOLO GICAL FORMATION

EDITORIAL 

In 2009 the fruit of a project supported by the Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council on the higher education sector of Theology was published 
with the title Uncovering Theology.1 The author of the volume, Charles Sher-
lock, offered some home truths about the practices of, and pressures on, 
Australian theological education at the level of higher education. The study 
revealed a sector suffering from, for instance, relatively low numbers of stu-
dents in a plethora of theological colleges, a shift in the student body to-
wards clerically lay members, the strategic growth of co-operative ventures 
between colleges and denominations, and the promotion in some places of 
closer links with universities. One of the things the book did not do in its 
survey, however, was review the self-understanding and telos of the univer-
sities, especially those that had drawn theological colleges closer to them-
selves. Numerous studies have appeared in recent decades that are distinctly 
concerned with issues generated by massive growth trends, shifting fund-
ing models, increasingly cut-throat competition among the institutions, the 
bureaucratization of judgments about performance, economic models for 
defining “excellence,” and a resultant identity crisis in the university sec-
tor. Moreover, Sherlock’s study did not offer any theological treatment of the 
nature or practice of higher education, whether that be with regard to the 
provision of so-called “theological” subject matter or not in their units and 
courses. Nonetheless, his observations on “the fragmentation of Australian 
theological education” was particularly noteworthy.2 

1 Charles Sherlock, Uncovering Theology: The Depth, Reach and Utility of Australian 
Theological Education (Adelaide: ATF, 2009). 

2 Sherlock, Uncovering Theology, 200. There is but a brief mention of sectarian division 
being one of two major reasons for the exclusion of Divinity from the earliest Australian 
universities: Sydney (1850), Melbourne (1853), Adelaide (1874), and Tasmania (1890) 
(Sherlock, Uncovering Theology, 22–23). Accordingly, “no sector is as institutionally 
fragmented as theology” (201). 
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Theology has had a long history of fragmentation in Australia. Not merely 
has there been the professionalizing disciplinary fragmentation often attrib-
uted, not entirely fairly, to the imagination of Friedrich Schleiermacher that 
contributed to the Berlin model of ordered study or Wissenschaft and its 
formativeness or Bildung.3 Equally significant in an Australian theological 
setting has been the ordering of fragmentation into, and its ongoing main-
tenance within, a denominationally ordered collegiate structure of the type 
that over a number of decades had been dissolving in many institutions in 
Europe and North America, for instance. Such a structure has arguably been 
less than conducive to intellectual project-sharing, theological collegiality, 
wide-ranging conversation, co-operative learning, or the quality required for 
forms of public intellectual accountability. With the Berlin model broadly 
in place in state universities, Theology has been largely positioned less as a 
research discipline that furthers knowledge and understanding, than as the 
provider of practical professional training for ministry.4 Edward Farley calls 
this the “clerical paradigm.”5 Consequently, Theology, as an umbrella term 
for a range of intellectual disciplines operating from within resources pro-
vided by Christian traditions, has been conspicuously segregated from the 
intellectual mainstream as well as from substantive intellectual engagement 
among its own denominationally or theologically segregated academics. In 
such a way Theology secures its location as a “positive science,” and becomes 
unable to hear well the range of witnesses as well as the myriad of contesta-
tions that have been offered to its reading practices and claims. Without the 
shielding of the state’s support for Theology that occurred in Prussia and 
the United Kingdom, among other places, Australian Theology has faced 
distinctive pressures in the higher education sector to become and remain 
“private,” and thereby to operate at a substantial remove from the main  
currents of the state’s intellectual life.

In March 2014 a conference was hosted at the Centre for Theology 
and Ministry at Parkville in Melbourne to consider aspects of, questions 
about, and issues relating to theological education in a contemporaneity 
with a view to aiding in the envisioning of theological education beyond 

3 The reference here is to the formation of the influential University of Berlin in 1810.
4 “Positioning” is an image John Milbank develops in order to make a critical claim about 

the nature and role of Theology in the post-Enlightenment intellectual environment. John 
Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, 2nd ed. (Malden, Carlton: 
Blackwell, 2006), 1. 

5 Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 86. 
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mere praxis-oriented models of ministerial training.6 Eleven papers were  
presented by academics from the University of Divinity, Cambridge Univer-
sity, Australian Catholic University, Flinders University, and the University 
of Newcastle NSW, and these were designed to fit two categories: “Engaging 
the Classics” and “Formation in Context.” Of the five papers published in 
this special issue of Colloquium, Mark Lindsay’s and Stephen Plant’s papers 
belong to the first of those categories. This pair considers two sets of classic 
texts in the Christian tradition, those composed by Thomas Cranmer and 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer respectively. Monica J. Melanchthon, Geoff Thompson 
and John McDowell’s contributions reflect more directly on contemporary 
issues in theological education.

The conference engaged with questions of “formation” and “ministerial 
education” at a juncture in which the relationship of reasoning as a spiritual 
discipline and churches with increasingly diluted attention spans and in-
terests has become distinctly complex. Churches, traditionally the primary 
audience of theological education, have in religiously secular, post-secular 
and pluralistic contexts come to live in survival mode in the face of sig-
nificant cultural pressures. As Gregory Jones and Kevin Armstrong argue, 
churches in many ways reflect broader cultural currents. For instance, they 
observe: “In a consumeristic, individualistic culture, we are told, the gen-
eration weaned on television will be attracted to religion only if it is easy 
to swallow, entertaining and fun.”7 According to several commentators, the 
performance of many churches has been adjusted to the special effect, the 
strategy of style over substance, of the feel-good factor concerned less with 
lives made new together than with the therapy of self-interest. This Disneyfi-
cation of Church, inoffensive churches for all the family, expresses churches 
rolled thin. Among other things, then, according to Stanley Hauerwas and 
William Willimon, “[t]he church becomes one more consumer-oriented or-
ganization, existing to encourage individual fulfilment rather than being a 
crucible to engender ... conversion into the Body.”8 Such a church, without 
asking itself pertinently tough theological questions, becomes “not a place 
 
 
 

6 The conference was entitled “Beyond Education: Exploring a Theology of the Church’s 
Theological Formation.” 

7 L. Gregory Jones and Kevin R. Armstrong, Resurrecting Excellence: Shaping Faithful 
Christian Ministry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 35. 

8 Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 33. 
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to worship God, but rather a therapeutic center for the meeting of ...  
unchecked, unexamined needs.”9

Crucially, the “Beyond Education” conference participants did not  
readily slip into sour academic laments over their intellectual marginaliza-
tion in the cultural life of the churches as much as reflect with concern on 
the shape and form of ministry the churches have been providing. Several 
years ago Nicholas Lash developed a musical and dramatic analogy for un-
derstanding what is involved in reading the biblical texts as scriptural texts. 
He claimed that “the model has the … advantage of keeping the experts 
firmly in their place while acknowledging their skills to be indispensable.”10 
It is this notion of the work of the critical theologian as both directed to-
ward human flourishing, what Lash elsewhere recognized as the service of 
discipleship, and as indispensable, that requires considerable reflective work 
to be done within ecclesial contexts on the role of theological education. 
Therefore, Lash claimed, churches that fail to take Theology seriously sug-
gest that they do not take their own discipleship seriously since they reject 
their own critical reflexivity that is demanded by their following in peren-
nial repentance a crucified Lord. “Ignorance,” he pointedly argued almost 
decades later, 

is never virtuous, nor is the refusal to engage all the resources of the 
mind and heart at the service of faith’s quest for understanding. It is 
difficult to avoid the conclusion that decent and educated Christians 
who refuse to acquire a theological competence cognate to the general 
level of their education simply do not care about the truth of Christi-
anity or, at the very least, do not care sufficiently to seek some under-
standing of that Word through whom all things are made, into whose 
light we have been called, and which will set us free.11 

The difficulty, he continued to argue, is “the systematic failure of the Christian 
churches to understand themselves as schools of Christian wisdom: as richly 
endowed projects of lifelong learning.”12 Consequently, theological reflection 
today, then, if it is not to slip into comfortably conformist and self-securing 
forms of self-interest, operates with a view to “testing the spirits” that are  
 

9 Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, 124. “What we call ‘church’ is too often a 
gathering of a group of strangers who see the church as yet another ‘helping institution’ to 
gratify their individual desires” (138). 

10 Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus (London: SCM Press, 1986), 42. 
11 Nicholas Lash, Holiness, Speech and Silence (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 5. 
12 Lash, Holiness, Speech and Silence, 5. 
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conditioning churches’ self-understandings, planning and ministry  
engagements. In other words, it provides a context for the systematic test-
ing for what one commentator has called “mediocrity masquerading  
as faithfulness.”13 

What might a theological account of education, never mind  
“theological education,” look like? In fact, what is it that is theological about 
any account that can be given? Theology, of course, is a multivalent term 
covering a plethora of uses. There is a danger of a vacuous plasticity in the 
term that does in Humpty Dumpty fashion what any one wants it to do. 
Yet this is a polyvalence that resists any simple predication of “theological 
education” in a warning against the hegemonic imposition of a particular 
account on others, such as that of an unconversational denominationalism 
that is evacuated of substantive self-reflective possibilities which would be 
provided by deeper engagement with the rich range of the Christian and 
other traditions. Is this educational particularism in actuality serving the 
good of Christian communities when it is focused self-referentially on a 
stream or a set of overlapping and diverse traditions?

This, of course, is only one set of possible questions in a vast field of 
discourse, and arguably they only make sense within questions of God’s 
eschatological healing of all things, the making of persons of responsible 
leitourgia, faithful accountability for enacting divine liveliness in hospitable 
responsibility for God’s creatures. That entails the need for an understand-
ing of what has happened to, firstly, “position” theology so that it is relegated 
to clerical training; secondly, what has directed it to become a “positive sci-
ence”; and, finally, what continues to isolate it from the critical conversa-
tion with a range of practices of reasoning. Furthermore, it raises distinctive 
questions about the multiplicity of cultural conditions that contribute to the 
formation of persons’ identities, values, desires, and practical judgments; 
and the “information age” within which technocratic ideologies intensify 
the instrumentalizing function of reason and the Fordism of bureaucratized 
professional practice. What kinds of institutions are sufficiently equipped to 
educate for the sake of what Grace Jantzen some years ago called creaturely 
flourishing?14 What shape does theological education best take in a publi-
cally pluralistic environment? How might the excellence of wisdom direct  
 
 
13 John Wimmer, cited in L. Gregory Jones and Kevin R. Armstrong, Resurrecting Excellence: 

Shaping Faithful Christian Ministry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 2. 
14 Grace M. Jantzen, Becoming Divine: Towards a Feminist Philosophy of Religion (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1998), 156–70. 
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the theological imagination in contemporaneity? More widely, where can 
wisdom be found? And, finally for now, what would successful “progress” 
in theological education look like when it bears in mind Theodor Adorno’s 
critique of talk of “modern progress”: “It would be advisable to think of 
progress in the crudest, most basic terms: that no one should go hungry 
anymore, that there should be no more torture, no more Auschwitz. Only 
then will the idea of progress be free from lies”?15

To switch to considering theological education from within a kenotic 
sensibility enables one to ask whether it even makes sense to speak of pre-
serving Theology’s future. A kenotically informed Theology does not have a 
future. By this is not meant that there will be no Theology tomorrow or the 
day after. Rather the claim questions the very attempt to understand lan-
guage of “having,” “possessing,” and beyond that of “seeing,” “controlling,” 
“guarding,” and so on. After all, there is something distinctly odd about such 
language in relation to the Christian life and its engagement in reasoning. 
Moreover, the language of “having” and “possessing” involves a rhetoric that 
masks deep Christian currents of calling the disciple to self-dispossession, 
to being recreated in the likeness of God, as those who do not “grasp” after 
God, or after self-possession, and so on. Christ goes on his way in the life of 
God’s ways with the world in self-giving responsibility, even unto refusing 
to compromise his mission in a way that leads to his execution. It is a theo-
grammatical mistake, then, for ecclesially responsible Theology to work to-
wards having a future—the future comes, instead, as gift, and the Christian 
task is one of self-disposing responsibility in the face of its pressing upon 
God’s creatures. To apply Rowan Williams’ reflections on the task of the 
church, Theology is to live an exposed existence, to “receive from God in 
the vulnerability of living in (not above) the world of change and chance.”16

John C. McDowell
University of Divinity 

August 2015

15 Theodor Adorno, cited by Detlev Claussen, Theodor W. Adorno: One Last Genius 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 338. 

16 Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 274.




