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Abstract
This study examines the indispensable role of the intentional community in 
holistic seminary formation. Moving beyond the modern tendency to favor 
the transmission of academic knowledge, this article argues from theological, 
anthropological, and pedagogical perspectives that community (koinonia) 
is not merely a supportive context but the essential medium for shaping 
integrated pastoral identity. Grounded in the relational ontology of the 
Trinity (imago Dei) and the New Testament vision of the church, this study 
integrates social learning theory to demonstrate how identity and resilience 
are formed through relational mirrors and communal practices. Using the 
multicultural context of the South India Baptist Bible College (SIBBC) as a key 
case study, the article highlights the unique challenges and opportunities 
presented by cultural diversity and explores the structural impediments 
to formative community. In response, it proposes a practical model of 
intentional formational community, advocating for strategic institutional 
designs whereby faculty mentorship, curated spaces, and holistic assessment 
are aligned to cultivate spiritual maturity, relational capacity, and vocational 
clarity. The article concludes that the seminary community itself must be 
deliberately structured as a formative sacrament—a tangible embodiment of 
the gospel it exists to proclaim.
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Introduction

While seminaries are indispensable for equipping ministry leaders with 
biblical and theological knowledge, their historic alignment with the 
modern academy has often come at a formative cost. The prevailing model, 
heavily influenced by what Edward Farley diagnosed as the “Enlightenment 
paradigm,” has fragmented theological education into specialized 
disciplines, severing theology from spirituality and intellectual knowledge 
from pastoral habitus.1 This has resulted in what David Kelsey describes as 
a deep “ambiguity” at the heart of  theological education, where the goal of  
forming religious leaders is often subordinated to the academy’s methods 
of  producing academic knowledge.2

Consequently, despite their best intentions, many institutions treat 
spiritual and relational formation as a secondary benefit, assuming it will 
develop organically alongside academic rigor. However, as Andrew Root  
argues, this neglect of  formative contexts fails to counter the secularizing 
forces that hollow out pastoral identity, leading to ministers who are skilled 
technicians but lack the ontological depth needed for sustainable ministry.3 
When personal and spiritual development occurs outside the context 
of  authentic communal life, the resulting formation is fragmented and 
ineffective, producing leaders who may be theologically astute yet lack the 
relational maturity and holistic habits necessary for embodying the gospel.4

1	  	 See Jeremiah J. McCarthy, “Editor's Introduction,” Theological Education 37, no. 2 
(2001): iii. Also see, Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of  Theological 
Education (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), and Edward Farley, The Fragility of  
Knowledge: Theological Education in the Church and the University (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1988). 

2	  	 David H. Kelsey, To Understand God Truly: What's Theological about a Theological School 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), xiii–xiv.

3	  	 Andrew Root, The Pastor in a Secular Age: Ministry to People Who No Longer Need a God 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 65.

4	  	 Malcolm Webber, Building Leaders, SpiritBuilt Leadership 4 (Elkhart, IN: Strategic 
Press, 2002), 25, and Jessy Jaison, Towards Vital Wholeness in Theological Education: 
Framing Areas for Assessment (Carlisle, UK: Langham Global Library, 2017). Webber 
advocates the Connexions Model wherein the 5Cs and 4Ds are complementary 
frameworks. The 5Cs (Christ, Community, Character, Calling, Competencies) 
define the goals of  Christian leader development, while the 4Ds (Spiritual, Relational, 
Experiential, Instructional) outline the process to achieve them. Together, they 
ensure holistic growth beyond traditional skill-focused training. Jaison advocates for 
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This article contends that this formative gap is not a minor oversight 
but a fundamental flaw in the prevailing paradigm. The primary problem, 
therefore, is the modern theological academy’s tendency to prioritize 
institutional metrics—enrollment, infrastructure, influence—over the 
intentional cultivation of  what we term a transformative community.

Theoretical Frameworks and 
Literature Review

This article is situated within the longstanding and critical discourse on 
the purpose and problems of  modern theological education. While the 
formative role of  community is often acknowledged in principle, this study 
argues that it is frequently marginalized in practice due to a prevailing 
academic paradigm. To build this case, the argument is grounded in 
three intersecting theoretical frameworks: the theological critique of  the 
seminary model, social learning and identity theory, and intercultural 
theology.

The Theological Critique of  the Scholastic Paradigm

The dominant model of  theological education has been powerfully 
critiqued for its capitulation to the modern research university’s values. 
Edward Farley’s seminal work The Fragility of  Knowledge traces the historical 
shift from theology as a personal habit of  mind (theologia) to theology as a 
series of  disconnected academic disciplines (theology). He argues that this 
scholastic paradigm separates knowledge from piety, creating a curriculum 
that transmits information but fails to form persons.5 David Kelsey further 
explores this tension in To Understand God Truly, identifying a fundamental 
ambiguity in whether theological schools are meant to understand God or 
to prepare ministers.6 This ambiguity often leads to an institutional focus 
on academic specialization at the expense of  integrative formation.

an educational framework that promotes “vital wholeness,” which she defines as a 
comprehensive integration of  all aspects of  a person’s being—spiritual, intellectual, 
personal, and social.

5	  	 Edward Farley, The Fragility of  Knowledge: Theological Education in the Church and the 
University (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 1.

6	  	 David H. Kelsey, To Understand God Truly: What's Theological About a Theological School 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), xiii.
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These critiques establish why the problem of  fragmented formation exists. 
This article builds upon them by proposing that intentional community is 
the essential integrative context that can heal this fragmentation, serving 
as the crucible in which knowledge, spirituality, and practice are fused.

Social Learning and Identity Formation

A theological vision for community requires psychological and pedagogical 
mechanisms to become operative. This study draws heavily on social 
constructivist theory to explain these mechanisms. Lev Vygotsky’s concept 
of  the zone of  proximal development provides a crucial lens, positing that 
learning and development occur most effectively through social interaction 
with more capable peers and mentors.7 This validates the formational 
necessity of  collaborative learning, peer feedback, and mentoring 
relationships within the seminary. Furthermore, James Fowler’s Stages 
of  Faith offers a framework for understanding how faith and vocational 
identity evolve through relational influence and communal affirmation, 
particularly during the “synthetic-conventional” stage at which many 
seminarians find themselves.8 Henri Tajfel and John Turner’s Social Identity 
Theory complements this by explaining how an individual’s sense of  self  is 
shaped by group membership.9 In the seminary context, a positively formed 
“in-group” identity based on a shared vocational calling can foster resilience 
and maturity, while a poorly managed one can lead to exclusion and clique-
forming. These theories provide the psychological underpinnings for why 
community is not just beneficial but necessary for effective formation.

Intercultural Theology and Community

Finally, the multicultural context of  SIBBC requires a framework that 
moves beyond homogeneous community models. Soong-Chan Rah’s work, 
particularly The Next Evangelicalism, warns against the “unsettling truths” of  

7		  Lev Vygotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of  Higher Psychological Processes 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), 86.

8	  	 James W. Fowler, Stages of  Faith: The Psychology of  Human Development and the Quest 
for Meaning (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981), 172–173. 

9	  	 Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner, “An Integrative Theory of  Intergroup Conflict,” 
in The Social Psychology of  Intergroup Relations, ed. William G. Austin and Stephen 
Worchel (Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole, 1979), 33.
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colonialist structures that can be replicated in Christian communities that 
prioritize one culture over another.10 A genuine formational community 
must actively deconstruct these power imbalances.

This aligns with the theological vision of  Miroslav Volf, who in After Our 
Likeness argues for a vision of  the church as a community of  embrace and 
exclusion, grounded in the perichoretic life of  the Trinity.11 Similarly, John 
Zizioulas’s ontology of  personhood-as-communion provides a theological 
foundation for a community that does not erase cultural particularity but 
fulfills it in communion.12 For a seminary like SIBBC, this framework 
is not optional; it is essential for creating a community that reflects the 
multicultural reality of  the global body of  Christ.

Gap in the Literature

While the works above address the problems of  theological education 
(Farley, Kelsey) and the mechanics of  formation (Fowler, Vygotsky) and 
the challenges of  diversity (Rah), there remains a gap in providing an 
integrated model that connects a robust trinitarian theology of  community 
to practical pedagogical strategies, particularly within the challenging and 
promising context of  a multicultural seminary. This study seeks to fill that 
gap by synthesizing these frameworks to propose a model of  intentional 
formational community for institutions like SIBBC.

Foundations of Seminary Community

Trinitarian Grounding and the Imago Dei

Christian theology affirms that God is Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit—existing eternally in a relationship of  perfect love.13 This relationality 
is not incidental but essential to divine nature. C. S. Lewis famously 
described the Trinity as a “dance” (perichoresis), a mutual indwelling 

10	 	 Soong-Chan Rah, The Next Evangelicalism: Freeing the Church from Western Cultural 
Captivity (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2009), 25–40.

11	 	 Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of  the Trinity (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 208.

12	 	 John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church 
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), 18.

13	 	 Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of  the 
Imago Dei (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 23–25.
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characterized by joy and self-giving love: “The whole dance, or drama, or 
pattern of  this three-Personal life is to be played out in each one of  us… 
each one of  us has got to enter that pattern, and take his place in that 
dance.”14 Human beings, created in the imago Dei (image of  God), are thus 
designed to reflect this divine communion.

Genesis 1:27 reflects this relational ontology by shifting from singular 
to plural: “So God created humankind in his image…male and female he 
created them.” The imago Dei is not expressed in solitary autonomy but in 
relational existence—humanity as “male and female,” called to mutuality, 
unity, and self-giving love.15 This implies that human identity is inherently 
communal rather than individualistic.

Recent theological anthropology emphasizes that human beings, while 
personally addressed by God, are never created in isolation from others. As 
Miroslav Volf  provocatively asserts, “Without other human beings, even 
God cannot create a human being,” underscoring that the divine act of  
creating persons always involves embedding them in networks of  social and 
natural relations.16 John Zizioulas further contends that true personhood 
is not achieved in isolation but only “as being in communion.”17

For seminary formation, this theological vision is decisive: just as 
the Persons of  the Trinity exist in perfect unity and self-giving love, 
seminarians are called to live in authentic fellowship, experiencing love, 
mutuality, and vulnerability as formative practices. Therefore, formation 
into Christlikeness cannot occur apart from a community that reflects 
trinitarian relationality.

Koinonia as Formational Praxis

The New Testament vision of  Christian life is rooted in koinonia, a deep, 
Spirit-enabled fellowship that embodies the communal nature of  salvation.18 

14	 	 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2001), 174–175.
15	 	 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15 (Dallas: Word Biblical Commentary, 1987), 27–28.
16	 	 Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of  the Trinity (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1998), 191.
17	 	 John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church 

(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), 88.
18	 	 Michael W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 55–56.
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Acts 2:42-47 portrays the early church as being devoted to the apostles’ 
teaching, prayer, table fellowship, and mutual care. These practices were 
not optional add-ons but the very form of  the Spirit’s transforming work 
among believers.

Fellowship with God through faith in Christ necessarily generates 
fellowship with others (1 Jn 1:3).19 Faith not only makes believers children 
of  God but also binds them as brothers and sisters in Christ (Gal 3:26-27). 
This fellowship transcends all barriers—ethnic, social, or cultural—creating 
the highest possible unity in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28). Paul expounds on 
this in Ephesians 2:11-22, in which Christ is depicted as the one who “has 
broken down the dividing wall of  hostility” to create “one new humanity.”20

This vision of  koinonia finds further expression in Paul’s metaphor of  
the church as a body (1 Cor 12:12–27), which emphasizes interdependence, 
diversity-in-unity, and mutual edification.21 No member is dispensable; 
every part contributes to the flourishing of  the whole organism.

This image challenges the reduction of  theological education to an 
academic factory that produces skilled technicians. Instead, the seminary 
should be a living body in which students, faculty, and staff  participate in 
one another’s spiritual and intellectual growth. Here, koinonia is not merely 
a theological concept but a formative practice; shared worship, mutual 
encouragement, accountability, and hospitality become means of  grace 
that shape future ministers for a relational and Christ-centered ministry.

The Seminary as Ecclesial Microcosm

If  a seminary is meant to serve the church, it must first be a faithful 
embodiment of  the church itself.22 The seminary does not merely prepare 
individuals for ministry in the abstract; it participates in the church’s 
mission by modeling what the Body of  Christ is called to be. This vision 
aligns with Webber’s advocacy for a “learning community” model for 
theological education and leader development. That simply means that 

19	 	 Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of  John (New York: Doubleday, 1982), 158.
20	 	 Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians (Dallas: Word Biblical Commentary, 1990), 123–126.
21	 	 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 

603–607.
22	 	 Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of  Theological Education 

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 101–102.



Asia Journal of Theology205

“leader development is integrated into the life and ministry of  the local 
church or cluster of  churches.”23 This model is not only “church-based,” 
it is “church-integrated.”24 This prevents theology from becoming a 
disembodied discipline, divorced from the everyday realities of  ministry. 
Thus, a seminary’s form (as an ecclesial community) must match its function 
(serving the church). 

When a seminary functions as a “micro-church,” it becomes more 
than an academic institution; it becomes an ecclesial space in which 
worship, fellowship, confession, service, and mission are woven into the 
fabric of  learning. In such a setting, future ministers do not merely learn 
about theology but practice it through shared prayer, mutual correction, 
hospitality, and sacrificial service. This practice is possible because, as 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer argues in Life Together, authentic Christian community 
is not a human achievement but a divine reality. Its existence depends 
entirely on the work of  Jesus Christ, and its unity is based not on human 
effort but on a shared, supernatural union with him.25 The purpose of  this 
seminary-as-micro-church, therefore, is to live out its identity “in Christ,” 
reflecting his character and mission to the world.

This vision echoes Stanley Hauerwas’s description of  the church as a 
“community of  character,” wherein virtues are learned and practiced.26 
Applied to seminaries, this means that the institution itself  must reflect 
the ecclesial virtues it seeks to instill: love, humility, accountability, 
discipline, and mission. Without this micro-ecclesial character, seminaries 
risk producing ministers who excel academically but lack the relational, 
pastoral, and spiritual capacity to embody the gospel in their congregations.

The theological vision outlined above—rooted in the Trinity, expressed 
through koinonia, and embodied in the seminary as a micro-church—
provides an essential framework for understanding why community is 
central to ministerial formation. However, theological conviction alone 
does not guarantee such transformation. For a seminary to function as a 
truly formational community, this vision must be intentionally translated 

23	 	 Webber, Building Leaders, 48. 
24	 	 Webber, Building Leaders, 48. 
25	 	 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (New York: Harper & Row, 1954), 9. 
26	 	 Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of  Character, 3.
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into the lived experiences, relationships, and structures that shape students’ 
lives.

Here, the psychological and institutional dimensions of  the formation 
become critical. Psychologically, community formation engages the 
processes by which seminarians develop a vocational identity, relational 
maturity, and resilience for ministry. Theories of  faith development 
(Fowler)27 and social identity (Tajfel and Turner)28 reveal that individuals 
are formed most deeply through relational mirrors—peers, mentors, and 
communal practices that affirm and refine their sense of  purpose.

Institutionally, seminary policies, programs/activities, and physical 
spaces either foster or hinder communal formation. As Edward Farley has 
argued, theological education suffers when it is fragmented—when its 
academic, spiritual, and communal dimensions operate in isolation rather 
than integration.29 Formation thrives when worship, study, service, and 
community life are interwoven into a coherent whole.

Thus, the next sections explore how psychological theories of  identity 
and learning, combined with institutional strategies for community design, 
can realize this theological vision—moving it from principle to practice.

Psychological and Educational Dimensions

Seminary formation is not merely an intellectual pursuit; it is a profoundly 
psychological process that shapes the vocational identity, emotional 
maturity, and relational capacity for ministry. Psychological theories of  
identity development and faith formation offer valuable insights into how 
seminarians are shaped within the community.

Identity Formation and Relational Mirrors

James Fowler’s Stages of  Faith demonstrates that faith and vocational 
identity develop through stages marked by relational influence, critical 

27	 	 James W. Fowler, Stages of  Faith: The Psychology of  Human Development and the Quest 
for Meaning (San Francisco: HarperOne, 1981).

28	 	 Henri Tajfel and John Turner, “An Integrative Theory of  Intergroup Conflict,” in The 
Social Psychology of  Intergroup Relations, ed. William G. Austin and Stephen Worchel 
(Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole, 1979).

29	 	 Farley, Theologia, 102.
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reflection, and communal affirmation.30 Young adults entering seminary 
often find themselves in a phase of  synthetic-conventional faith, where their 
beliefs are shaped by significant others. In a healthy seminary community, 
this becomes a critical phase for integrating personal faith with theological 
reflection, aided by mentors and peer interaction.

The social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner) underscores the role of  
group membership in shaping one’s sense of  self.31 Seminarians often derive 
meaning and confidence from their identification with a cohort, cultural 
group, or spiritual community. This can foster resilience when positively 
formed but may also create in-group and out-group tensions if  diversity 
is not well integrated.

Learning as Social Construction

Lev Vygotsky’s concept of  the zone of  proximal development highlights that 
learning occurs most deeply through guided interaction with peers and 
mentors.32 In theological education, this translates to collaborative Bible 
studies, peer preaching sections, and reflective field education groups. 
These relational settings allow students to test their theological insights, 
develop pastoral imagination, and receive formative feedback.

Psychological Resilience and Formation Outcomes

The community also plays a role in building resilience for the ministry. 
Studies on pastoral burnout highlight isolation as a key risk factor, whereas 
support networks and mentoring relationships are strong predictors of  
long-term ministry sustainability.33 Seminarians formed in intentional 
communities that encourage vulnerability, shared prayer, and mutual 
accountability often demonstrate greater adaptability and perseverance 
in ministry.

The psychological and institutional dimensions reveal that identity 
formation is both deeply personal and structurally mediated. A seminary 

30	 	 Fowler, Stages of  Faith, 172–205.
31	 	 Turner, "An Integrative Theory of  Intergroup Conflict": 33–47.
32	 	 Lev Vygotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of  Higher Psychological Processes 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), 86.
33	 	 Christopher Scharen and Eileen R. Campbell-Reed, “Learning Pastoral Imagination: 

A Five-Year Report on Ministry Formation,” Reflective Practice 36 (2016): 23–40.
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cannot rely on theology alone, nor can it delegate community life to 
chance or fate. Instead, intentional structures—relational, spatial, and 
pedagogical—must translate the theological vision into daily experience. 

The SIBBC Case Study: Formation at 
the Intersection of Cultures

The South India Baptist Bible College (SIBBC) provides a critical and 
living laboratory for testing the thesis of  this article. The seminary’s 
unique demographic profile creates a context in which the need for an 
intentional formational community is not an abstract ideal but a daily, 
practical necessity. Located in Tamil Nadu, India, SIBBC’s student body is 
predominantly composed of  students from the tribal and hill regions of  
Northeast India (e.g., Nagaland, Manipur, Mizoram) and from neighboring 
Myanmar (e.g., Chin, Kachin states), with a minority of  students from local 
South Indian contexts.

The Challenges of  Dislocation and Diversity

This convergence creates a complex interplay of  formative challenges:
•	 Linguistic and cultural barriers: Students navigate a milieu of  multiple 

languages—their native tongue (e.g., Ao Naga, Mizo, Hakha Chin), 
Hindi or Myanmar as a lingua franca, and Tamil and English as the 
languages of  their host state and seminary instruction. This can lead 
to academic isolation and social exhaustion.

•	 Theological tension: Students from Northeast India often bring a robust, 
revivalistic faith tradition with strong emphasis on evangelism and moral 
purity, while the South Indian context may present a more culturally 
integrated, ancient Christian witness. Myanmar students may operate 
from a theology forged under persecution. These differences can surface 
in classroom debates, worship styles, and approaches to ministry.

•	 Structural and culinary adjustment: The food, climate, and social customs 
of  Tamil Nadu are profoundly different from those of  the students’ 
home regions. This daily, embodied experience of  difference can 
contribute to homesickness and a sense of  cultural alienation if  not 
proactively addressed.
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Indigenous Resources for Community

Crucially, this context is not merely defined by its challenges. Students 
from these backgrounds often bring powerful indigenous resources for 
community drawn from their tribal and village-based cultures. These 
include:
•	 A strong communal ethos: Many students come from cultures in which 

identity is deeply collective rather than individualistic. The concepts 
of  shared life, mutual responsibility, and collective decision-making are 
ingrained.

•	 A high view of  hospitality: The traditions of  welcoming the stranger 
and sharing resources are often deeply embedded in their cultural 
frameworks, aligning powerfully with biblical commands.

•	 Resilience and adaptability: Students from minority or persecuted 
contexts often possess a profound resilience and a pragmatic ability to 
navigate complex social landscapes.

The central formative task for SIBBC, therefore, is not to impose a foreign 
model of  community but to structure the seminary’s life intentionally to 
validate these diverse cultural backgrounds while channeling their innate 
communal strengths into a shared, Christ-centered koinonia.

A Crucible for Formative Praxis

In this light, SIBBC’s community is not a problem to be solved but a 
unique opportunity. The very tensions that could lead to fragmentation—
cultural difference, linguistic diversity, theological variety—become, within 
an intentional framework, the raw materials for profound formation. 
Navigating conflict over worship music, for instance, becomes a practical 
lesson in Pauline ecclesiology (cf. Rom 14). Sharing a meal becomes an 
exercise in Philippians 2 humility and mutual preference. The multicultural 
community is the primary curriculum in which students learn the skills 
necessary for ministry in an increasingly globalized church: cross-cultural 
empathy, theological hospitality, and the ability to distinguish between 
gospel essentials and cultural expressions.

The failure to design intentionally for this reality risks creating isolated 
cliques based on ethnic or linguistic lines, reinforcing stereotypes, and 
producing graduates who are ill-equipped for the complex relational 
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dynamics of  modern ministry. The success of  SIBBC’s mission, therefore, 
hinges on its ability to move from being a multicultural institution to 
becoming an intercultural formational community in which difference is not 
tolerated but embraced as a means of  grace for shaping ministers after the 
likeness of  the triune God.

Navigating Common Pitfalls: From 
Problems to Principles

An intentional approach to community must be critically aware of  its 
potential dysfunctions. Recognizing these common pitfalls is the first step 
toward designing a community that is not only idealistic in vision but 
also sustainable and just in practice. This section reframes these pitfalls as 
diagnostic challenges and proposes guiding principles for their resolution.

The Ideal vs. The Real: Moving Beyond Romanticization

Pitfall: The theological vision of  koinonia is often idealized, leading to 
discouragement when the reality of  conflict, sin, and power dynamics 
emerges. This can cause community leaders to ignore problems to 
maintain a façade of  harmony. As Soong-Chan Rah warns, communities 
can unconsciously reinforce exclusion, cliques, and power imbalances, 
particularly across cultural lines.34

Solution: Embrace a Theology of  Grace and Conflict

A formational community must be built on a realistic theological 
anthropology that expects sin and anticipates grace. Rather than seeking 
a conflict-free space, the seminary must train students in redemptive conflict 
resolution as a core ministerial competency.35 This involves:
•	 Integrating curriculum: Offering required courses or workshops on 

peacemaking, cross-cultural communication, and restorative practices.
•	 Providing modeling: Faculty and administrators must visibly model 

healthy conflict—acknowledging mistakes, seeking forgiveness, and 

34	 	 Soong-Chan Rah, The Next Evangelicalism, 41. 
35	 	 See Ken Sande, The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal Conflict, 3rd ed. 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2004), 29–32.
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navigating disagreements with humility—thereby turning moments 
of  tension into lived-theology lessons.

•	 Establishing clear protocols: Creating safe, transparent channels for 
addressing grievances related to favoritism, exclusion, or cultural 
insensitivity.

Structure vs. Spontaneity: Curating a Rhythm of  Grace

Pitfall: Many seminaries rely heavily on programmed events—mandatory 
chapels, small groups, dorm devotions—to encourage community. While 
valuable, an overprogrammed schedule can stifle the Spirit-led spontaneity 
of  organic relationships and lead to formational burnout.

Solution: Design for “Third Spaces”36 and Rhythmic Balance

The goal is not to eliminate programs but to create a rhythm that values 
both structure and spontaneity. Institutional intentionality should focus on 
curating an environment in which organic life can flourish.
•	 Protect “white space”: Deliberately guard periods in the weekly schedule 

with no programmed activities to allow for impromptu meals, 
conversations, and prayer meetings.

•	 Invest in “third spaces”: Design and resource inviting physical 
environments (e.g., communal kitchens, coffee shops, gardens, 
Children’s Park, visitors’ lounge) that naturally facilitate unstructured 
interaction alongside formal classrooms and chapels.

•	 Frame programs as launchpads: Use small groups not as the end goal 
of  community, but as a structured base from which deeper, organic 
friendships can naturally grow.

The Academy vs. the Church: Bursting the Seminary Bubble

Pitfall: Seminary communities can become insular, creating a “bubble” 
disconnected from the everyday realities and struggles of  local church 
ministry. This fosters a theoretical idealism that is ill-equipped to handle 
the complexities of  parish life.

36	 	 Ray Oldenburg, The Great Good Place: Cafés, Coffee Shops, Bookstores, Bars, Hair Salons, 
and Other Hangouts at the Heart of  a Community (New York: Marlowe & Company, 
1999), 22.
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Solution: Intentional Ecclesial Integration

The seminary must function as a bridge, not an island. Integration with 
the broader church is nonnegotiable for authentic formation.
•	 Embedded field education: Move beyond superficial ministry placements 

to a model of  supervised, theologically reflective fieldwork.37 This requires 
close partnerships with local churches and mentors who are trained to 
guide students in reflecting on their experiences.

•	 Invite the church in: Regularly include local pastors and lay leaders as 
chapel speakers, guest lecturers, and participants in community events. 
This constantly reorients the seminary community to the mission it 
exists to serve.

•	 Contextualize curriculum: Assignments and projects should routinely 
require engagement with local church contexts, demographic studies, 
and real-world ministry problems, ensuring that academic work remains 
tethered to ecclesial practice.

By anticipating these pitfalls and building proactive solutions into the 
community’s design, the seminary demonstrates that it is not merely 
teaching theology but is practicing the wise, contextual, and grace-filled 
stewardship of  relationships essential for lifelong ministry.

Toward an Intentional Formational 
Community: A Tripartite Model

A theological vision, no matter how robust, remains abstract without 
concrete practices. For a seminary to function as a truly intentional 
formational community, its institutional ethos, structures, and rhythms 
must be deliberately aligned with its mission. Based on the theological 
foundations and contextual realities outlined, I propose a model built on 
three interdependent pillars: Formational Leadership, Integrative Design, 
and Holistic Evaluation.

Pillar One: Empowering Faculty as Formational Leaders

The most critical factor in moving from theory to practice is the faculty. 
They are the “living curriculum,”38 whose daily interactions incarnate the 

37	 	 Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2008), 85–87.

38	 	 Parker J. Palmer, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of  a Teacher’s Life 
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seminary’s theological values. However, as identified in the SIBBC context, 
structural barriers often prevent this.

Recommendation 1: Redefine faculty roles and incentives

Action: Seminary administration must formally redefine faculty job 
descriptions to include “formational mentoring” as a core responsibility, 
weighted equally with teaching and research in tenure and promotion 
reviews.39 Protect faculty time by strategically distributing administrative 
duties and limiting teaching loads. Create a “Formation Credit” system 
in which hours spent in student mentorship, shared meals, and spiritual 
direction are documented and valued as essential service.

Recommendation 2: Provide training in intercultural mentorship

Action: Move beyond assuming that mentoring skills are innate. Offer 
regular, mandatory training for faculty on cross-cultural communication, 
trauma-informed listening, and guiding faith development (drawing on 
Fowler, etc.).40 Facilitate faculty immersion experiences or workshops led 
by cultural insiders41 to build competency for engaging with students’ 
unique backgrounds and pressures.

Pillar Two: Designing an Integrative Ecological System

Formation cannot be scheduled into a single hour; it must be woven 
into the very ecology of  the institution—its spaces, time, and curriculum.

Recommendation 3: Architect “third spaces” for organic interaction

Action: Conduct an audit of  campus spaces. Prioritize investment in 
designing and maintaining environments that naturally foster koinonia, 
such as communal kitchens, visitors’ lounge with coffee, and outdoor 

(San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1998), xi.
39	 	 See Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of  American Community 

(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000), for a sociological analysis of  the decline of  
social capital, which contextualizes the challenge of  fostering mentorship.

40	 	 For a framework on developing intercultural maturity, see Darla K. Deardorff, The 
SAGE Handbook of  Intercultural Competence (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 
2009).

41	 	 In the case of  SIBBC, from the Northeast and Myanmar.  
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gathering areas over purely administrative upgrades. Create a designated 
“Global Village” space in which student groups from different cultures 
can host meals and cultural celebrations, turning a potential challenge 
(diversity) into a celebrated asset.

Recommendation 4: Weave community into the academic curriculum

Action: Design specific course requirements and assignments that mandate 
collaborative, cross-cultural learning. Attach a required, nongraded peer 
group to core courses (e.g., Systematic Theology, Pastoral Ministry) in 
which students process lecture content together through a cultural and 
formational lens. In hermeneutics or missiology courses, assign projects 
in which mixed-culture teams must interpret a biblical text and design a 
sermon/lesson for a specific cultural context other than their own.

Pillar Three: Implementing Holistic Formational Assessment42

What gets measured gets valued. A system focused solely on GPA 
inherently communicates that intellectual formation is primary. A shift to 
holistic assessment is necessary for cultural change.

Recommendation 5: Develop a formational portfolio system

Action: Replace or supplement traditional transcript-based evaluation with 
a formational portfolio that students curate throughout their program. 

The portfolio would include a Spiritual Autobiography—a written 
reflection completed at entry, midpoint, and graduation to document 
growth in self-awareness and communion with God. The intentionality 
of  this process is heightened when biblical passages aligned with the stages 
of  holistic formation are assigned in advance, and chapel preachings and 
curricular themes are synchronized to provoke deep reflection.

This internal self-assessment is complemented by crucial external 
feedback. Structured evaluations from an assigned faculty mentor provide 
expert insight into a student’s relational maturity, academic integration, 
fidelity to spiritual disciplines, and development of  ministerial skills.

42	 	 Grant Wiggins, Educative Assessment: Designing Assessments to Inform and Improve 
Student Performance (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1998), 63.
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Further enriching this picture is anonymous, structured peer assessment 
within small reflection groups. Peers offer a unique vantage point on each 
student’s consistent contributions to the community’s health, including 
accountability, encouragement, and humility. Together, these elements—
the longitudinal self-reflection, mentor evaluation, and peer feedback—
create a holistic and robust mechanism for discerning formational growth.

Recommendation 6: Convene formational review boards

Action: Prior to graduation, each student should defend their portfolio 
before a small board comprising a faculty member, faculty mentor, a local 
pastor, and a peer. This process validates that formation is a communal 
discernment, not just an academic transaction.

This tripartite model—Empowered Faculty, Integrative Design, and 
Holistic Assessment—creates a self-reinforcing system in which the 
theological vision of  a trinitarian, koinonia-based community is intentionally 
structured into the daily fabric of  seminary life. 

Conclusion

This study argues that community is not a mere context for theological 
education but its essential, integrative curriculum. Moving beyond the 
critiques of  a fragmented scholastic paradigm, we have proposed that the 
remedy lies in the intentional cultivation of  a formational community 
grounded in trinitarian theology, operationalized through social learning 
principles, and deliberately designed for intercultural engagement. The 
unique contribution of  this article is its integrated model that connects 
high theological theory (the imago Dei, koinonia) to practical pedagogical 
strategies (mentorship, portfolio assessment, spatial design), all within the 
specific challenges and opportunities of  a multicultural seminary context 
exemplified by SIBBC.

We have contended that such a community functions as a sacrament—a 
tangible sign and instrument of  God’s reconciling work—in which future 
ministers learn to embody the gospel they will proclaim. Through the 
tripartite framework of  formational leadership, integrative ecological 
design, and holistic assessment, the seminary can bridge the damaging 
gaps between knowledge and piety, between individual achievement and 
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communal belonging, and between academic preparation and the relational 
realities of  ministry.

This exploration inevitably opens doors to further research. As 
theological education increasingly incorporates hybrid and online 
modalities, research is urgently needed on how to cultivate authentic 
koinonia and implement holistic assessment within digital learning 
environments.

The task of  forming ministers for a fractured world is too critical to 
be left to chance. By nurturing intentional communities that reflect the 
perichoretic life of  the Trinity, seminaries can do more than transmit 
information; they can become catalysts for transformation, sending 
forth whole persons equipped to build communities of  grace, truth, and 
reconciling love.
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