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ABSTRACT

The field of youth ministry by its very nature is both a theological discipline and
interdisciplinary endeavor. Youth ministry is a complex field and the complexity of
preparing the next generation of youth ministry researchers is a pressing concern.
The complex challenges necessitate asking, “What are the essential components of
an advanced theological degree in youth ministry?” This working theological
reflection is designed to serve as a discussion starter. It will locate youth ministry as
a specialization within educational studies, suggest broad outcomes, recommend
necessary degree program values, and courses of study for the second theological

degree (ThM) and terminal degrees (PhD, EdD, DEdMin).
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Preface

In 2005 I shifted careers from teaching at the undergraduate level to graduate
theological education as a faculty member at Calvin. Since joining the faculty I've
wrestled with the role of graduate degrees in preparing men and women for
specialized ministry and the next generation of scholars in the fields of educational
ministries, including youth ministry. This year’s conference theme, “Complex Times,
Complex Issues in Youth Ministry Education” provided an opportunity to reflect on
the content and role of advanced theological degrees specializing in youth ministry.
Currently Calvin Theological Seminary offers the ThM in Educational Ministries with
a specialization in youth ministry. In my seven years all the students in this area
were international students who desired to pursue a terminal degree. This
theological reflection is based on my reading, experiences and reflection on working
primarily with international ThM students in a North American context and the
curricular design questions that emerged. In addition, this paper was written to
spark discussion and, personally, to help guide future program modifications and

development.

Introduction

The academic field of youth ministry is viewed with suspicion in the academy.
Students desiring to pursue advanced theological degrees in this area generally earn
their degrees in practical theology, applied theology, educational studies or
educational ministries. This is not surprising in light youth ministry’s short history
and fact that the early youth ministry practitioners were pragmatic in their
approach to young people and did not invest in serious theological reflection
regarding their craft. This lack of serious theological reflection contributed to the
unintended consequences identified in Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual
Life of American Teenagers (2005); Soul Searching: Souls in Transition: The Religious
and Spiritual Life of Emerging Adults (2009); Almost Christian: What the Faith of
Teenagers is Telling the Emerging Church (2010); and The Juvenilization of American
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Christianity (2012); Making Sense of Generation Y: The world view of 16-25 year olds
(2005).

Theological reflection on the nature of advance theological degrees in youth
ministry is essential because the study of young people and youth ministry within
the church is a theological discipline yet it is informed by the social and
neurosciences. Developing an advanced theological curriculum for the field of youth
ministry is a daunting task and should be preceded by theological reflection! on the
nature and character of the task to discern a theologically consistent way forward (I
am not elevating theology above scripture though when one reads scripture or
explains it a theological interpretation is offered verbally or nonverbally.)
Theological reflection is generally pursued within a particular theological
framework. (In my case the Continental Reformed Tradition as expressed in the
Three Forms of Unity and Ecumenical Creeds). Theological reflection, borrowing

from Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, involves four movements.

1. Concrete Experience - This is a disequilibrating event that raises questions
for consideration. For example, mentoring ThM international students in the
area of youth ministry presents significant curricular questions concerning
the role, place and purpose of youth ministry in the Korean church’s ministry.
Some example?

2. Reflection - Reflecting biblically, theologically, and historically as well as
employing the resources of other disciplines in considering questions
identified. For example, mentoring Korean ThM students in the field of youth
ministry has led to reading and reflections on the Korean church and
educational history, Korean culture, Korean anthropology and the Korean

religious environment. In my case understanding that Christianity in Korea is

! Theological reflection is critical reflection, which “refers to questioning the integrity of deeply held
assumptions and beliefs based on prior experience” (Mezirow , Taylor & Associates, 2009, page 9).
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significantly influenced by Confucianism and that disentangling the two
belief systems is extremely difficult, if not impossible.

Conceptualization - Identifying the potential implications of one’s reflections
for practice. This involves identifying possible answers to the questions and
identifying the potential intended and unintended consequences. For
example, due to the intertwined nature of Christianity and Confucianism in
Korea one way forward is to offer a course on the Biblical Story and its World
and Life View that involves critiquing competing narratives, particularly
Confucianism.

Actively Test - Acting on the answers or means identified for resolving the
disequilibrium created at the beginning of the process. In this case it will
involve offering the course and assessing whether the intended outcomes

were met.

Kolb’s cyclical approach recognizes that implementing the answers to the questions

considered will result in material for further reflection.

This paper is a result of reflecting theologically on the question: what are the

essential components of an advanced theological degree in youth ministry? This

question assumes other questions that must be addressed. Given limited space the

following questions will be addressed:

[s the academic study of youth ministry a discipline in its own right or a
specialization within a larger discipline?

What type of educational environment ought to be fashioned?

Does an advanced theological degree prepare one to be a researcher,
practitioner-researcher or research-practitioner?

What is the role of admission standards?

What are the essential elements and components of an advanced theological
degree in this field? (This includes identifying the different requirements for

a second theological degree and a terminal degree.)
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Youth Ministry’s GPS Coordinates

Locating an advanced theological degree within a theological curriculum involves
placing it within a broader field of study, Biblical Studies, Theological and Historical
Studies or Applied/Practical Theology.? This does not preclude a student from
specializing in a more specific area. For example, PhD students in theology
specialize in a specific area such as systematic or philosophical theology.
Theological schools offering first theological degrees (MA, MTS, MDiv) generally
locate youth ministry courses or programs within the Christian Education, Church
Education or Educational Ministries domain. This is appropriate in that these
programs to equip specialized practitioners who are competent consumers of the

youth ministry research and literature.

An advanced theological degree in youth ministry is generally located within the
area of practical or applied theology.3 Practical theology is “that branch of Christian
theology that seeks to construct action guiding theories of Christian praxis in
particular social contexts” (Osmer, 2005, page xiv). Working with Osmer’s
description, youth ministry ought to be lodged within the domain of practical
theology. This does not, however, resolve the question whether youth ministry is a

particular field of study or a specialization within a broader field?

The academic study of youth ministry is best understood in light of the Old
Testament narratives and the place of intergenerational religious practices for
passing on the faith, viewing youth ministry as a specialization within the field of
educational studies seems natural for two reasons. First, youth ministry is part of a a
larger context and thus must fit within that larger context. Second, educational
studies is concerned with the teaching-learning process and an advanced theological
degree generally focuses on the various theories supporting the chosen practices.

One important implication is that an advanced theological degree in youth ministry

2 Throughout this paper | will use “practical theology” to refer too both “practical” and “applied” theology.
The discussion surrounding the appropriate term is long, complex and outside the scope of this reflection.
*The exception is theological instructions with distinct schools offering degrees.
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must enable students to develop competency both in educational studies and within
the area of specialization. An advanced theological degree in youth ministry falls
within the arena of practical theology and is rightly a specialization within

educational studies.*

Cultivating an Educational Ecosystem
The educational environment surrounding an advanced degree program is worthy
of serious reflection if the intent is to form a community of scholars. The ecosystem
of this community of scholars ought to be characterized by the following values;
values that the program seeks to instill in its students.>
= Respect - Students and faculty will engage others’ ideas in a responsible and
graceful manner. This includes treating each other respectfully; restraining
from attacking another person for particular ideas or beliefs; and accurately
representing the ideas of others as well as avoiding the creation of a “straw
person”.
= Theological Integrity - Students will engage each other and the material
studied from a theological stance consistent with their own tradition as well
as exploring how different traditions might interpret and respond to findings
within educational studies.
= Collaboration & Mutual Accountability - Students will value learning in
community and will seek to work collaboratively throughout the program by
fulfilling their responsibilities, working together to insure everyone fulfills
course and program requirements, and actively supporting students who are

struggling.

* This description fits my current context, Calvin Theological Seminary. At this point my concern is more
with the character of the degree program than where it is lodged within a seminary or university’s
organizational structure.

51 am indebted to Dr. Miriam Charter at Ambrose University College and Ms. Rachael Baker, ABD, Dohlman and
Campbell Labs, Department of Biochemistry and Biophysics, University of North Carolina for the ideas and
illustrations in this section.
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= Inquisitiveness - Students will learn and enjoy asking good questions that
foster healthy dialog as part of the learning process as well as develop skills
in interpreting and replying to questions in a constructive manner.

= Love for learning — Faculty members seek to foster and challenge students to
develop a shared love of learning. This love for learning involves actively
exploring and engaging the others ideas, pursuing a clearer understanding of
sources cited in seminars and readings, and staying current on the issues and

trends in educational studies.

These values have implications for every element within the advanced theological
degree’s ecosystem. For example, how does one foster a collaborative learning
environment? One aspect of this challenge is that the marking system most often
employed implicitly promotes competition by rank ordering students. Drawing on
Rachael Baker’s experience. [ would like to outline a marking system that reinforces
this desired ecosystem. This alternative marking system is composed of three
designations: “High Pass”, “Pass”, and “Low Pass”. “Pass” is the norm and indicates
that the student has achieved competency within the area(s) addressed by the
seminar. The designation is assigned by establishing the class mean, with students
falling within two standard deviations in either direction receiving a “pass”.
Students falling below the mean and three or more standard deviations from it
receive a “low pass”. Students three or more standard deviations above the mean
receive a “high pass”. The students, during orientation and throughout their
program, are challenged to work collaboratively by emphasizing that if a student
receives a “low pass”, both the student and the other students philosophically bear
responsibility. This is an example of how a marking system is used to bolster
collaboration within an educational context; thus contributing to a healthy academic

ecosystem.

Preparation for Becoming a
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Separating theory from practice is impossible. Theory informs practice and one’s
practice informs his or her theory as well. Within graduate theological education it
is helpful to classify faculty members using three types: Researchers, Practitioner-
Researchers and Research-Practitioners. This classification schema can also be used

to describe an intended outcome of an advanced theological degree.

Researchers are those faculty members whose primary focus is on their own work,
which generally entails research and writing. Mark Schwehn (2005) explores how
this approach potentially undermines the desired collaborative educational
ecosystem. In addition, Frankena reminds us that theory and practice cannot be
dichotomized. Thus, an advanced theological degree designed to form researchers
must insure it is collaborative in nature and guard against artificially separating

theory from practice. This type is an intended outcome of some PhD programs.

Practitioner — Researchers are those faculty members whose primary interest is in
ministry praxis and purse research questions arising from their experience or to
support their theoretical understanding. These faculty members’ research generally
moves from practice to theory. This type is the intended outcome of ThM, EdD and

DEdMin programs.

Researcher-Practitioners are those faculty members who are motivated primarily by
researching questions and exploring theories for the ministry practices. They are
concerned with the theological and theoretical bases supporting a particular
practice more than they are with the practice of ministry itself. This type

characterizes the intended outcome of some PhD programs.

Admission Standards
Youth ministry is a theological discipline. Advanced theological degrees should
require an MTS or MDiv for admission. These are broad degrees that equip students

in the Biblical languages, theology, church history, apologetics, etc. An advanced
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theological degree enables one to specialize in a particular area of study. Students
seeking admission should demonstrate competency in the following areas either
through appropriate coursework or sustaining a competency exam:

= Hebrew Exegesis

= Greek Exegesis

= The biblical narrative of Old and New Testaments including supporting

passages

= Historical and Systematic Theology

=  Church History

= Apologetics

= World Religions

First theological degrees generally include merely one or perhaps two courses in
Christian Education, Church Education or Educational Ministries that engage
educational questions and issues in a cursory manner. The assumption is that a
student pursuing an advanced theological degree enters with a robust biblical and
theological foundation and a less than adequate grounding in educational studies.
Students entering the program with an undergraduate or second graduate degree in

education bring a stronger grounding in educational studies.

Drawing the Curricular Map

The first map offered is for a ThM degree and the second map is for terminal
degrees (EdD, PhD, DEdMin). The ThM degree provides a means for specializing in a
field of study. The same three questions ought to inform the cartography of both
maps. The questions are: “What is the nature, purpose and content of the core
curriculum?” “What is the nature, purpose and content of the specialized area of

study?” “What is the role, place and requirements for the research project?”

A ThM Map

Core Curriculum



RUNNING HEAD: ADVANCED THEOLOGICAL DEGREES REFLECTION 11

The core curriculum seeks to develop initial competency that can be built upon. This
proposed core curriculum builds on the first theological degree and seeks to

develop initial competency in educational studies.

= Research Methods & Design - A critical introduction to historical, theological,
quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods research and design. Each student

will identify a research question and develop a research proposal to answer it.

= Reading Research - A brief introduction to statistics that helps students learn
the craft of reading and critiquing academic media (articles, books,
documentaries, lectures.) Students will prepare several critiques during the term
in preparation for preparing a final critique that will be presented to the class

and be subject to peer review.

» Educational Foundations I - An overview of the philosophy of education, history
of education and educational psychology that explores the relationship between
the various theories of critical figures as well as the implications for

understanding curriculum development and teaching-learning theory.

= Educational Foundations II - An introduction to cultural analysis in light of a
Reformed World and Life View and overview of the sociology of education and
the educational implications of recent findings in the neurosciences for

understanding the teaching-learning process and curriculum design.

Specialization

This portion of the curriculum permits the students to focus their studies on youth
ministry or a specific topic within youth ministry. A specialized study consists of
three-mentored reading courses designed with an outside mentor and faculty
mentor. The outside mentor is chosen based on expertise in a particular area and is

compensated by the institution. Each specialized reading course will involve a
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minimum of 5,000 pages of reading, reflective journaling, a substantial
bibliographical essay and an oral examination on the bibliographical essay and the

reading list that emphasis comprehension, analysis and synthesis.

Research Project

Project Design - The final project provides an opportunity for the student to
integrate the necessary Biblical, theological and educational disciplines by
examining a contemporary ministry issue in a manner that demonstrates the
student’s analytical skills, ability to research a problem, ability to identify the
correct tools to address the issue and familiarity with the general and specific
theological and educational literature necessary to address the question. The
student will publically present the paper when completed and host a public

discussion on it.

A Terminal Degree (PhD, EdD, DEdMin) Map

The difference between these three degrees is a combination of their focus and
emphases; for our purposes they will be considered together. (It is not necessary to
work out the details between these degrees given the intent of this paper.) Students
entering a terminal degree program without a ThM in educational studies will need
to complete those courses or document competency in addition to the ones outlined

below.

Core Curriculum

The core curriculum seeks to develop initial competency that can continue to be
built upon. Students who have not completed Research Methods & Design, and
Reading Research, Educational Foundations [ and Il would be required to complete
these seminars or demonstrate competency. In addition, students would complete

the following seminars.
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* Quantitative and Qualitative Research Methods I & II - These seminars provide
an intensive engagement with the literature and methods surrounding
quantitative and qualitative research methods including an intense introduction

to statistics. Students will prepare a research proposal as part of the class.

= History of Education - Using primary literature, this course will trace the
development of educational thought and practice in relationship to world events
taking place at that time. Attention will be given to the shifting understandings of

the learner and role of education in society.

= Philosophy of Education - An extensive look at the guiding thoughts and
practices of education from a philosophical perspective. Through an extensive
use of primary writings students will develop an appreciation for how their
understanding of the purpose and context of educational informs educational
outcomes. Students will analyze several philosophies and prepare their own

philosophy of education in this seminar.

= Educational Psychology - An exploration of how people learn and process
information. This includes findings from the neurosciences and neurobiology

that provide insight into the learning process.

= Sociology of Education - Educational outcomes and processes are shaped by
their sociological context. Drawing on primary readings this seminar explores
the role of the church, government, community organizations and the family in

promoting healthy contexts for learning and faith development.

= Curriculum Design & Teaching-Learning Theory - Designing learning
experiences that achieve desired outcomes involves extensive planning. This
seminar will explore the intricacies of curriculum design and its relationship to

teaching-learning theory, with an emphasis on student learning.
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* Human Development and Faith Development Theories — An exploration of the
theories of faith development presented in their historical context. The seminar
will also address the differences between a biological and sociological model of

understanding the learner.

Specialization

This portion of the curriculum permits the students to focus their studies on youth
ministry in light of the questions posed. The specialized study consists of five-
mentored reading courses (students with a ThM need to complete three mentored
reading courses) designed with an outside mentor and a faculty mentor. The outside
mentor is chosen based on their expertise in a particular area and is compensated
by the institution. Each reading course will involve a minimum of 7,500 pages of
reading, reflective journaling, a substantial bibliographical essay of publishable
quality and an oral examine on the bibliographical essay and the reading list that

emphasizes comprehension, analysis and synthesis.

Research Project

Project Design — Completion of the terminal degree requires a final project. The
project provides the opportunity for the student to integrate the necessary Biblical,
theological and educational disciplines by examining a question or topic within
one’s area of specialization in a manner that demonstrates the student’s analytical
skills, ability to research a problem, ability to identify the correct tools to address
the issue and familiarity with the general and specific theological and educational
literature necessary to address the question. The student may elect to satisfy this
question through publishing three articles on the subject in a peer-reviewed journal,
and publically summarize and defend the research and findings or by completing a

dissertation addressing a specific question or topic and public defending it.

Conclusion



RUNNING HEAD: ADVANCED THEOLOGICAL DEGREES REFLECTION 15

Complex times makes equipping the next generation of professors a daunting challenge.
Youth ministry as a theological discipline requires one to be competent in a number of
fields in order to illustrate the scriptures teaching. This combined with questions being
raised about youth ministry’s effectiveness make the task even more urgent and
necessary. This theological reflection is designed to serve as a discussion starter
concerning the nature and character of advanced theological degrees in the area of
youth ministry in order to aid those working in this area to constructively address the
complex and global ecosystems in which we prepare students for specialized academic

leadership in youth ministry.
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