
The Theological Teacher – some models and ideas to help us in our job 

 

Introd 

I want to talk tonight about that strange creature, the theological educator. A difficult thing 
to classify, even if you are one yourself. Yet it is fundamental that we look at the subject. 

Why do you do what you do – in the classroom and out of it? What are you ? What is your 
calling and job?  Or, to ask a more precise question, where did you get your model from? I 
would suggest four main sources 

1. Your own person history in theological education – some people taught you, you 
copy them, or especially you copy those who impressed you most, so there is a 
corrective mechanism, in the process.  

2. The requirements of the college. It tells you roughly what to teach and how to 
examine. It has its own strong ideas of what it wants, it hired you to do a specific job 
and spelled out what that job was. Where it got that bundle of ideas from, we will 
look at later. 

3. Your own personal sense of call and mission.  Many of us have strong ideas about 
students and ministry. 

4. Ideas of education you have studied, maybe even ideas of theological education if 
you have read a little and kept abreast of the trends.  

Not that this is an easy thing to do. The demands of the theory seem to change every 
few years and every time they change, they add another burden on hard pressed 
lecturers who have little time to do the job let alone think about it. If you have been in 
the business for 30 years or more, you will have seen the following new ideas. 

Never before in the history of theological education has the tutor been given so many tasks 
and goals.  

If he manages to attend conferences on theological education or read some of the books and 
journals, over the last twenty five years he will have seen its growing academisation, the move 
towards accreditation with all the attendant administration, a growing professionalisation, the need 
for contextualisation and the subsequent need to take account of globalisation, a re-orientation 
towards the student and learning rather than teaching, a shift in accreditation concerns from 
quantitative measurement to objectives based curriculum design, a new emphasis on spiritual 
formation/mentoring and a re-discovery of “missional” theological education, among other trends. 

In fact, amid all the changes and all the problems, he or she is the one great constant in 
the whole process of theological education. Through all the new discoveries and isms, 
despite his or her personal problems, day by day, a teacher stands up in a classroom in 
front of a group of students, or sits in his rooms with one or two students and the job of 
theological education gets done. If we work in a multimillion pound institution in the 



west or in a mud hut in Africa, the one factor which decides whether good theological 
education is done is the quality of the teacher and the model he or she is working from.  

It seems to me that we ought to be concentrating on that, on the role of the tutor as the 
key to it all – and helping the tutor to understand his or her role. But how will we 
understand our task? One good way is to examine the model of a theological teacher we 
are using. How do we make sense of all this in such a way that it informs our practice 
today at BBC? Can we create a conceptual structure which helps us to analyse what we 
are doing? I want to try to do that this evening.  

One way would be to look at a sequence of theoretical models historically. This is 
what Farley has done.  Farley, for instance, in 1983, saw the progression of 
theological education through three consecutive models – the teaching of theology 
as existential, experienced knowledge of God, which he called habitus; then as 
academic knowledge in a scientific mode; and then, more recently as technical 
how-to, knowledge, such as courses in pastoral care and youth ministry. These 
models are not exclusive or simply sequential, rather than Kuhn’s paradigm shifts, 
we are rather looking at Hans Kung’s idea of historical theology models, that new 
models do not rub out the old but exist side by side with the previous models in an 
increasingly rich and complicated situation. A number of scholars have spoken 
recently of a fourth, new emerging paradigm based on a more relational view of 
the task. 

Rather than go down that route, I wish to use a structure with is closer to home and more 
accurately describes what is happening in the UK and within BBC today. 

There is significant agreement that we can see the inter-denominational colleges of the 
UK, even of Europe, as a combination of two main models which they are trying, with 
only small success, to integrate; that of the bible college movement on the one hand (in 
Germany, this would be the Pietist college movement of the KBA) and the secular 
university model which to a significant extent, we have also adopted since the second 
world war, and sought to graft onto our bible college root. 

Neither of these models is perfect, so before we turn to each, let us set up a 
methodology for assessment. Look at this diagram.  

 

 

 

On the left is the historical model. On the right is the elusive good theological education 
model. There are three categories. A is those things which are in the model which should 
not be in good theological education, then section B is those things which are in the model 

Historical model Good theological education 

A B C 



and which should be in good theological education. Section C represents those things which 
should be in good theological education but which were not in the model.  

So, let us turn to the historical Bible College model. The UK situation is similar to many 
countries in Europe, and has big resonances in North America so the analysis is valuable 
for wider than the UK but we are in the UK so let us stick to that for tonight.  

The Bible College Movement 

The Bible College Movement began about 1873 with the founding of the East London 
Institute for Home and Overseas Mission by Grattan Guinness but really run by his wife 
Fanny Guinness who was the better thinker and better organiser of the two but had the 
misfortune to be born a woman in the 19th century. It was founded after a suggestion by 
Hudson Taylor that they train the large number of awakened people from the great 
revivals and the missions of Moody, for the mission field, and especially the faith 
missions.  

They were fascinating places. Their great aim was to train the ordinary foot soldiers of 
the kingdom, in intense spiritual communities, to go out with the gospel locally and 
across the world. They accepted all those who God called, worked hard on forming their 
spiritual lives and their character – men and women had to be taught to be manly (!) 
there was physical education  at dawn before prayer, study, and hard ministry work 
through the day, all in a firm structure of discipline. They were interdenominational and 
trained women as well as men for the first time in the history of theological education. 
Life was tough, sometimes deliberately so , as good missionary training, and they had 
little time for doctrinal niceties or academic games while souls were perishing without 
anyone to lead them to the cross. They were not interested in the ordination of men, 
preferring the ordination of the pierced hands. And their graduates lived and died in 
every continent of the world to bring in the Kingdom. That is the heritage of the Belfast 
missionary training home which became Belfast Bible College. 

In Section A , I would put a number of things where the model was inadequate but let us 
mention one, that of a strong sense of superiority in the staff. They were there to be 
emulated because they were not only right, they were good, they were not only good, 
they were successful in the kingdom. The founders were entrepreneurs for the Kingdom, 
the moodys, the spurgeons, the guinnesses, and your job as a student was to try to be a 
little like them. They knew, you did not. They knew what was best for you, and so they 
structured the community with a large number of rules which told you what to do, how 
to live. In the lectures they told you what to believe and in evangelism, they told you 
how to do it. It was a theological education from the staff above down to the students 
below. In spiritual formation, they used a moulding approach, here is the mould of the 
good Christian, now let us push you as a student into it. So, all the jellies were to look 
the same, designed by the staff. 



Section B would include many things, a strong emphasis on the spiritual formation of the 
student as central to usefulness, the foundational place of the word of God as the great 
textbook of the college, the open access policy which said that all the Lord calls we will 
also call to be students, we will not be more picky than the Lord. The emphasis on 
mission and that they were preparing students to carry the gospel to others, at home 
and abroad, and the commitment expected of the students in that respect. I have read 
the stories of the chamber maids and grocers who came to the colleges in those days, 
then went out to Africa and laid down their lives for the Kingdom. The community which 
was formed, always fully residential, always of both students and staff.  

In Section C, those things which were lacking, history has judged the movement quite 
harshly for a lack of academic rigour, and rightly so. Not a criticism which can be 
universally applied, but by and large, especially in the inter-war years, the colleges were 
obscurantist. They had withdrawn from society like the churches, were dismissive of 
academic scholarship and just did not study either the world or the Word with sufficient 
rigour and so were less useful than they otherwise would be. They were part of the 
problem of evangelicals at the time.  

It was this issue especially which exercised the minds of leading evangelicals after the 
second world war, our lack of academic engagement or even respectability. It issued in a 
number of things in the UK. Tyndale House, the work of IVP producing good level study 
books for the first time, and London Bible College which was meant to be a new model 
for evangelicals in that it combined the best of the bible college movement with 
academic work of a high order. It did so by engaging with the secular academy and made 
its enemies among some evangelicals as a result. That new model of college soon 
supplanted the older model and today the colleges are virtually all engaged with secular 
academy for the awarding of degrees.  

First the London University B.D. was used to connect with the academic enterprise but 
soon, most of the colleges switched to the CNAA, a government accreditation body 
which was used to accredit the polytechnics which awarded degrees and the faith based 
colleges. In 1992/3, the government abolished the CNAA and so the bibloe4 colleges ran 
to various universities, usually the post 92 types which were happier with vocational 
training than the older universities which generally held a Newmanesque view of the 
role of the university which involved the training of the mind and that vocational 
training should take place later, outside the university setting.  BBC aligned itself with 
the second type, Queens and just now is beginning to align itself for its vocational 
courses with one of the first type. Yet we were welcomed into society’s academic 
process, by and large, and here the UK  still stands out from other parts of Europe such 
as Germany and France. 



With the accreditations came into the Bible colleges the secular higher education model 
propounded by the universities and on which the universities judges the colleges as to 
acceptability.  

So the second model we are working with is the ingrafted secular higher education 
model which has become influential. Many would say too influential, that it has pulled 
the task of the colleges too far in one direction. Lesslie Newbigin talks about the 
Babylonian captivity of theological education by the academy and plenty of others are 
equally scathing.  How would we assess that model? 

A.  First of all those things which are in that model but which should not be in good TE. 
There are a number of these, but I would say that the foremost is that of 
disengagement. We are expected within this enlightenment model to be able to 
study God in a way that does not require a personal knowledge of God. Our modules 
about God, the atonement and the New Testament are supposed to be crafted and 
taught in such a way that a Buddhist or an atheist can pass them or even get 
distinction in them. We are encouraged to send our lecturers to the University’s 
Postgraduate Certificate in Higher Education Teaching where they will be taught 
their professional job of teaching theology as if it is virtually the same as the others 
in their class who teach biology or history. We should not put a test of faith into our 
admission process because faith is not necessary to study God. This is sheer 
nonsense. Its implications are profound. We are supposed to teach our students how 
to write about love and joy and faith in a dis-interested way. And we, as teachers are 
invited to be suitably dis-engaged ourselves, from the subject we teach and from the 
students and their hopes and longings.  We can never allow such things into our 
colleges.  

B. This section incorporates those things which good theological education shares with 
this secular academic model. And they are many. The respect for hard academic 
work before we can claim truth, the respect for those who differ from us, the careful 
processes which are good academic quality assurance, the intellectual link with 
society, what it is thinking and how it is trying to make sense of the world, the 
respect of society that says we are doing a careful thoughtful task in theology, not 
just shouting slogans at passers by. The loving the Lord our God with all our mind as 
well as all our heart.  

C. The things which are not in the university model but should be in good theological 
education are also many and serious. The whole issue of the spiritual formation of 
students to be like Christ, the training of people to serve God with their lives. 
Evangelism, Prayer, and so we could go on. The old arrangement of the colleges was 
to place these things as separate and in addition to the requirements of the secular 
degree, and they constituted the college diploma which was awarded on the basis of 
these issues. The more recent method has been to squeeze as many of these things 
as we can into a degree structure so far as our accreditation provider allows and 



then to rely on a few integrative seminars here and there and the college communal 
activities to provide the rest. I am not in a position to comment on how best to do it, 
but that it must be done. However pliant the accreditation provider, they are secular 
people doing a secular job for money. There will always be much more to be done 
than they can offer God’s people, called together to worship him with their study 
and their lives.  

It is from this combination of models that we derive our job descriptions as evangelical 
theological teachers today.  And it is why our task is so difficult. They do not fit easily 
together.  

But there is a third model I want to introduce to you not as a third model which we 
must integrate into the already complicated systems which determine our role today, 
but as a model to sit outside them and help us make the judgments of what we are 
doing.  It is the model of the teacher in the New Testament. 

I am not a New Testament scholar, so I will be ready to be corrected afterwards by those 
who are.  

Many  writers on theological education, such as Banks, use the example of Christ with 
his disciples as a guide for our theological education processes today. Yet the problems 
of using the example of Christ (though of real use) are formidable. We do not invite, like 
Christ, our students to be disciples of us, but of someone else - Christ. We do not live in 
the first century AD and act the part of the wandering rabbi, or need to wash our dusty 
feet. We do not have the spiritual status of Christ over and above our students, nor 
should we invite them to walk on water now and then like us.  

But there is a person or rather a gift in the NT called the teacher. This person is one of 
the gifts of the spirit to the Church, God gave some apostles, some prophets and some 
teachers. ... It is for James a dangerous position “Not many of you should become 
teachers my brothers for we who teach will be judges with greater strictness” 

How does Paul talk about the teacher, or demonstrate the role?... 

This is a study in itself, although it is rarely done in the context of theological education, 
but let me point up a few things. 

1. First of all, he talks about it as a form of Christian ministry. It is there in the lists of 
ministries, it is part of the job of the eldership in its ministry. He tells Timothy to do it 
as part of his ministry in Ephesus.  This is a very important perspective, it says that 
what we do is a form of Christian ministry and so must obey the rules and have the 
same basic objectives as Christian ministry. 



2. Secondly, for Paul, this ministry is accompanied by strong emotions. It is not 
dispassionate, but passionate. He talks about longings, tears, joy in relation to his 
ministry. 

3. Thirdly, it has a number of aims. Clearly one is to impart knowledge, that they may 
“know”; no-one reading Paul’s epistles could disagree that thoughtful, deep thinking 
is required. But is it knowledge for a purpose. It is “So that Christ may be formed in 
you” “So that you may be filled with all the fullness of God”.   

4. It also has the objective of ministerial usefulness in those he teaches. In Ephesians 
Paul says that God has given teachers to equip the ordinary Christian for the work of 
the ministry to which they have been called and gifted.   

5. It has other purposes, His teaching in Philippians is so that they may have joy, that 
they may know the will of God, that they may be humble in their service and so we 
could go on.  

6. There is an interesting blend of authority but not superiority, the right to organise 
them but a real humility.  

7. And his method is to give not words only but himself. He writes to the Thessalonians 
“We shared with you not only the Gospel but our very selves also.”  

Conclusion 

I want to conclude with a few ideas, some of them practical, in which we can exercise 
our calling in the present situation today. Some writers on TE have suggested that we 
confine the present mess to the dustbin and start again, scrap what we are doing, its 
messy historical compromises and think it through from first principles  John  Frame, to 
an extent Banks, would be of that school of thought and many others working in the 
developing world have expressed a similar view.  

But my opinion is that we have no alternative but to work within the system. It is a form of 
contextualisation. This is how teaching is done at this level in our society today. Our Lord is 
the best example of such an attitude. He adopted the current model of religious teaching, 
the rabbi with disciples. Now, he modified it as necessary, in a number of ways, but he 
picked up the basic model and worked within it and this is what we must do also.   

So, within the constraints of the model we are working with, with all necessary 
modifications,, how do we fulfil our calling as teachers in the biblical sense and within the 
good historical tradition?  I have a few practical suggestions. 

1. Listen to your students. 

Especially when they are not talking.  It is obvious in a missionary situation that the first 
thing we need to do is listen and understand before we venture to speak. There is a certain 
amount of cross cultural ministry going on in our classrooms too. There are cultural gaps 



between you and your history on the one hand and the young students and their history. To 
bridge that gap, we need to listen hard.  

Listening to that young girl at the back of your class not saying a word, you may not hear her 
saying “I am so happy, I always wanted to understand how Anhypostatia should be 
interpreted within the framework of Supralaparianism, now I know, what fun it will be to 
tell my friends at coffee time” You will hear her thinking about whether her boyfriend really 
loves her, how to do the essay on your subject with minimum effort, the sadness about her 
mum, what gifts she really has that she can use for God, the anticipated joy of going to the 
cinema tonight and just what sort of Christian she really is. There’s hearts beating with joy, 
love, hope, sadness, all over the classroom and we drone on fulfilling the curriculum. 
Somehow we have to reach out to them where they are. 

In other words, always spend time on application to their situation and needs. When I 
taught Christian doctrinal Tradition these last two years, I had three lecture periods each 
Tuesday morning. First two periods we worked hard at understanding the doctrines. Third 
period we sat back and talked about how it affected our lives. So the humanity of Christ led 
to discussion of our own humanity and the idea of pleasure. The doctrine of the church led 
us to talk about what it is to worship in our hearts and how beauty helps us to do that. The 
idea of theology led to us discussing the role of laughter in the Christian life. Creation male 
and female led to talking about what a good marriage is. And so on. They all passed their 
exam fine and they learnt about what mattered to them.  

2. Lecture consciously in the presence of God.  

As I explained last term, theological teachers do not just teach in the presence of students, 
they teach in the presence of the very one they are talking about, God himself. The 
presence of God is strange thing to talk about. He is everywhere and so his presence is 
assumed. [the story of the couple in the room]. When we talk about presence, we are really 
talking about attention to God. We speak deliberately with attention to God. And the 
students hear with attention to God.  

What does that mean for the teacher? It means he does a good job as under the eye of his 
Lord. He or she know the subject,  is well prepared, seeks to achieve what God would want 
to be achieved in the lecture time as well a what the university wants you to achieve – 
although sometimes those can well be the same thing. Some of that will be a deliberate 
attempt to do what I have outlined in the first point .  

What does it mean for the student ? It means that they look for the voice of God in the 
classroom, and we teach them and encourage them to do so. When I spoke with the 
students at the beginning of the year about devotion and study, I suggested the use of 
square brackets. In all your notetaking, look out for God speaking to you and, when he does, 
which he will, if you are listening, make a note of that also in square brackets on the page 



and come back to it after class prayerfully.  Just knowing that the students are looking and 
listening for things to put in those square brackets means we lecture differently.  

3. Give them a picture of integrity. 

Integrity is generally taken to mean that your life and words are integrated. That is, of 
course important. I am using it here in a more technical sense. When we talk about 
theological education, in BBC or in fact, in most situations, we say that we have three 
objectives for our students, that they may grow academically, spiritually and in ministry 
ability, but, fundamentally , more than that, that they are able to integrate these three great 
longings into their one life. How will they know how to do that? By looking at us.  

We cannot and should not get away with reading Isaiah 40 “He tends his flock like a 
shepherd, he gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them close to his heart, he gently 
leads those who have young” and say, yes, well that is the Lord, but I teach church history. 
You and I are ministers of Christ in and out of the classroom, to our students. As such we 
live an integrated life.  

So, when they hear us preach, it is clearly academic ministry in the best sense, after hard 
faithful hermeneutical work with the Word of God. When we talk about theology, it is with a 
warm heart, that we can talk about prayer as well as the Reformation and know what we 
are talking about in both cases. That we know the derivation of the term agape and we 
show love towards them.  That we enjoy the library and the chapel and are able to about 
Christ on the street.  

The integration of these three great objectives in their lives is the hardest thing we ask our 
students to do and it can only be achieved by our example. And that can only be achieved as 
we give students access to our lives and thoughts and feelings. 

4. Model a version of ministry that is biblical in its humility and service from below.  

Our ministry to them as students will set a pattern for their ministry to others. We saw how 
both historical models had problems in this area, whether it be the old bible college where 
the teacher knew best about everything and led from above or the university model where 
the lecturer spread the rich table of knowledge and invited the poor beggars to come and 
take some food. Neither is a biblical model. That is one which acknowledges the role of 
authority but consists of humble service from below, where the greatest becomes the least, 
the master the servant of all.  

Nor is it a very logical attitude to speak from above. We may not know best how our 
students should live their Christian lives in faithfulness today. We have a shrewd idea of how 
to do it in our generation but not necessarily in someone else’s generation. They will have to 
take their own decisions and make their own mistakes and please their own master before 
whom they stand or fall as Paul says in Romans.  



And how far are we willing to say that we are equipped to hand out pronouncements about 
what is true and what is best across the board? We have read more books then the students 
about theology but are we more holy? We have researched into New Testament exegesis 
but are we more committed to Christ then they? Do we have a greater fullness of the Holy 
Spirit or just a greater fullness of our minds?  Our judgments of the students have to be in 
humility, our leadership in spiritual things has to be from below, our demeanour in the 
classroom has to be a fellow traveller walking the road with them who has just been on the 
road for a little longer but is willing to say thank you when a student points out that we have 
got it wrong.  

5. Have a sense that you belong to the students, 

Not just to yourself. Remember Paul’s words that he shared not just the Gospel but his very 
self with them. It is not a case of them and us, we belong to them. It has echoes of Christ 
giving himself to and for us and telling us to love in this same way those we are asked to 
minister to. This is what we bring, not information about theology but ourselves in all our 
vulnerability and strivings after God, along with the theology and the book list.  It is not for 
me to specify exactly how that will work out in your case, but I do know that it is part of the 
job just as it was part of the ministry for Paul. I know also that it is the one great thing that 
the student remembers, not what we say but us, ourselves as shared with them. Somehow 
we must find situations, places within the objective busy classroom to be subjective. Room 
within the busy schedule for the coffee and chat where both sides of the coffee table open 
up. Because like Christ and Paul, we do not belong to ourselves in  ministry. 

6. Have fun.  

If you do, the students will have fun also. Karl Barth was known for the humour he put into 
his lectures, and there is a chapter in one book by Bernard Ramm about him which is 
entitled “the laughing theologian”. Lead the students up the garden path and then show 
them what a mess they have got themselves into.  Love and real fun go closely together. 
You only have real fun with those you love. So love your students and have fun together in 
the lecture room. Create the bond.  

There have been a few writers on theological education which have used the motif of 
friendship to describe the relationship between the teacher and the student in TE. Many 
have shied away from that but there is no need to do so and there are levels and types of 
friendship relationships. Jesus himself used it about his students “I have called you friends” 
and , if the Lord can do it, so can I.  

Lecturing is having fun with your friends. It is not incompatible with serious theology or 
serious teaching, in fact, one wonders whether you can do serious theology without serious 
fun. Spurgeon was once describing how he used fun and humour in his preaching. He said 
that, if you have a live oyster or clam, you will never get it open by force alone. But tickle 



the edge and, as it opens, slip the knife in. How many times has the serious word spoken 
quietly after the laughter, hit home to a student’s heart?  

I must stop. This lecture has ended up a little like a goodbye chat to my fellow lecturers at 
BBC and, if so, I apologise  - a little, and ask that you forgive the personal and learn 
something from the ideas expressed. 

Graham Cheesman, May 2010. 


