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INTRODUCTION 

The extension program of the Presbyterian Seminary of Guatemala is now in its fiŌeenth year. 

The program has grown, stabilized, made many adjustments. The infrastructure needs 

strengthening; the curriculum is being revised; most of the instrucƟonal materials should be 

reworked. But the results of these 15 years are overwhelmingly posiƟve – at least in terms of 

tradiƟonal expectaƟons. On compleƟon of the current academic year (November, 1977) there 

will be a total of approximately 85 extension graduates, of which 45 are serving fullƟme as 

pastors and church workers (not yet ordained); another 15 occupy important leadership 

posiƟons in their congregaƟons and presbyteries as laymen, licensed preachers, or ordained 

pastors; 10 others are pastors and outstanding leaders in other churches here in Guatemala 

or in other countries. Current enrollment stands at about 250 students in 20 extension centers 

scaƩered around the country; efforts are being made to expand into 3 major Indian areas plus 

2 fronƟer situaƟons with the help of volunteer adjunct professors. During this 15-year period 

a total of about 1000 students have parƟcipated in some course of study – in a naƟonal church 

which has about 20,000 bapƟsed adult members, 90 organized churches, and 

300 congregaƟons. 
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Yet there is sƟll strong opposiƟon to the whole idea of theological educaƟon by extension right 

here in Guatemala among some of the most outspoken and powerful leaders of the 

Presbyterian Church. They no longer aƩack the extension program directly; they have to 

concede what it has achieved. But they insist that the Seminary should reopen its residenƟal 

program to meet the priority need for "adequate" preparaƟon for those who are "really" 

called to "the ministry." We have pointed out that the Seminary's previous fullƟme residenƟal 

program reached only 264 students during its 25-year history, that just 52 were graduate and 

only 15 are currently serving the Presbyterian Church of Guatemala, 6 of them as fullƟme 

pastors. Nevertheless these pastors of the old guard persist in their "high" views of the 

ministry; they insist that pastors need special, separate training. They fear that extension is 

weakening the ministry and undermining the church. 

We have chosen here to deal directly with this quesƟon, Is theological educaƟon by extension 

a significant service to the church or is it a subversive threat to the church and its ministry? In 

this study we shall try to deal with the complaints and analyze the on-going opposiƟon to our 

extension program in Guatemala. But we shall also refer to the extension movement in 

general, which conƟnues to experience varying degrees and kinds of resistance around the 

world. 

In a recent conversaƟon with the execuƟve secretary of an associaƟon of theological schools, 

he expressed surprise that we sƟll face opposiƟon here in Guatemala aŌer 14 years of 

extension and noted that in other places there now seems to be no conflict. My response was 

to point out that there are serious differences between the advocates of extension and 

residenƟal training, that ecclesiasƟcal structures and hallowed tradiƟons are being 

challenged, that conflict and controversy may in fact be good signs. If, on the other hand, 

extension is easily incorporated within the established system – as training for "laymen," for 

those who cannot get to a "real" seminary, or for "lower" levels – perhaps no essenƟal changes 

in the status quo are taking place. 

Orlando Fals Borda, a brilliant Colombian sociologist and Presbyterian elder, has 

recommended the recuperaƟon of subversion as a useful, dynamic concept. Given the unjust, 

exploiƟve socio-economic-poliƟcal structures of LaƟn America, any move to help the poor gain 

basic rights, land, or power is labeled as subversive. We may argue in a similar way that the 
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churches in LaƟn America and elsewhere are dominated by the clergy, by ecclesiasƟcal 

structures that place power and privilege and iniƟaƟve in the hands of a few, and by inherited 

or imported paƩerns of theological educaƟon and ministry that sƟfle indigenous, popular 

leadership. From this angle, too, we must raise the quesƟon as to the role of theological 

educaƟon by extension. Should it merely serve the given structures and vested interests of 

the established system of the ministry? Or should extension subvert those interests and 

structures? 

The following paragraphs suggest some ways in which the extension movement may provoke 

radical change, not to destroy the church or its ministry but rather to undermine its perpetual 

tendencies toward hierarchizaƟon, legalism, tradiƟonalism, dead orthodoxy, and unfaith. This 

kind of subversion, it will be argued, is healthy and necessary. It is dynamizing. It will most 

probably, as we have seen in Guatemala and elsewhere, occasion opposiƟon. Theological 

educaƟon by extension may in fact render its greatest service to the church and its ministry by 

challenging exisƟng structures. 

1. HOW SHOULD WE CONCEIVE OF THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION? 

The opposiƟon to extension here in Guatemala and elsewhere seems, in the first place, to be 

built on a certain vision of what theological educaƟon should be. We really need to take 

seriously the ideals and the reasoning that make up that vision, the concerns that lie behind 

the complaints, and the important issue of academic excellence in ministerial training. 

The tradiƟonal vision of what a seminary should be conƟnues to carry considerable weight in 

some circles. Our older pastors, especially, would love to see even a Ɵny group of bright, 

dedicated young men at the seminary fullƟme, living in special dorms, aƩending classes daily, 

spending long hours in the library and with their professors, and enjoying a close fellowship 

of worship, work, and recreaƟon. If they have offered their lives in service to God, it is 

reasoned, they should be given the best opportunity to prepare themselves. If they have their 

whole lives before them and are to serve fullƟme in the ministry, the church can well afford 

to give them 3 years of fullƟme preparaƟon. Extension training, which is parƫme, oŌen 

sporadic, tacked onto the daily rouƟne of work and home and church acƟviƟes, can hardly be 

an acceptable subsƟtute. These doubts about extension increase as more and more people 
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all around us advance up the educaƟon ladder and as other churches build bigger and more 

impressive theological insƟtuƟons. 

The desire for academic excellence is certainly worthy of consideraƟon. Our criƟcs believe that 

fullƟme, residenƟal training is far more adequate preparaƟon for "the ministry," i.e. for 

pastors; they call for upgrading the level of training and Ɵghtening or increasing course 

requirements; they want the seminary to provide a different or at least a longer program for 

candidates for ordinaƟon. In response we have quesƟoned whether academic excellence, as 

it is commonly understood, is very relevant to the ministry as it really is or as it should be. In 

Guatemala, most of LaƟn America, and much of the Third World, schooling is primarily a 

vehicle of escape from poverty, and it alienates people from their own families, communiƟes, 

and cultures. The purpose of the seminaries and Bible insƟtutes is to prepare leaders for 

service among all the congregaƟons, especially among the poor, but we have seen over and 

over again that they too are instruments of alienaƟon and eliƟsm. Throughout the Third World 

there is an enormous drive for more schooling, and theological insƟtuƟons everywhere are 

moving up the educaƟon ladder. The end of this process is greater specializaƟon and 

professionalizaƟon with abundant benefits for these who reach the highest ranks. 

We can never take lightly the intellectual seriousness of our task in theological educaƟon, but 

we must define our objecƟves in terms of the life and mission of the church. 90% of the people 

of Guatemala are extremely poor; 60% are illiterate; and less than 1% have completed 

secondary school. The Presbyterian Church of Guatemala has many congregaƟons in rural 

areas where plantaƟon workers earn less than a dollar a day and peasant farmers struggle to 

subsist on Ɵny plots of land, in the towns and ciƟes where trade flourishes and arƟsans and 

professional people concentrate and schooling is more prevalent, and among the vast Indian 

populaƟons where Spanish (the "naƟonal" language) is spoken only by a small minority. No 

seminary could "form" pastors for this diverse, growing church; few graduates of tradiƟonal 

seminaries would be able to adapt to the exigencies of most of these situaƟons; most of the 

congregaƟons will never provide "professional" salaries. 

It is our understanding that the congregaƟons themselves can and must form their own 

leaders and candidates for ordinaƟon. The seminary's role is to provide study tools and tutors 

and to design training programs that will enable these men and women to develop more 
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effecƟvely their giŌs, to reflect more criƟcally upon their ministries, and to lead their people 

in more faithful service and witness. We insist that the seminary must offer funcƟonally 

equivalent training for the ordained ministry at widely separated academic levels (entrance 

with primary, secondary, and university schooling); in fact we are in the process of adding an 

even "lower" level in response to obvious local needs. Similarly we have resisted earnestly all 

aƩempts to separate courses for "ministerial candidates" from courses for "laymen" in our 

struggle to break down the false dichotomy between clergy and. laity. Whereas contemporary 

Western society and Guatemalan educaƟon place great value on degrees, levels, faculty, 

buildings, schedules, we have tried to reverse this process and emphasize growth in service in 

the congregaƟons. 

Although at Ɵmes – such as annual graduaƟon services – we put on the paraphernalia of 

academe in order to maintain credibility for our program and for our graduates, we are 

dedicated to the de-insƟtuƟonalizaƟon of theological educaƟon. We are looking for new 

guidelines for academic excellence. Our faculty is not deeply concerned about "original 

research"; we would rather divest ourselves of the professorial image in order to relate with 

our students as colleagues in the ministry and in theological reflecƟon. We – students and 

teachers – are not directly involved in internaƟonal theological debates, but we are all vitally 

engaged in the problems of our church and in the needs of our people. 

Aharon Sapsezian has said that our seminary has "commiƩed insƟtuƟonal suicide." Peter 

Savage describes this new vision of theological educaƟon as "pedagogical conversion." We are 

in the process of breaking some of the assumpƟons and subverƟng some of the pretensions 

of schools in general and of theological insƟtuƟons in parƟcular. We are trying to open up 

rather than close the door to ministry, to challenge rather than discourage people of all ages, 

levels of schooling, social and economic status, ethnic and racial background to respond to 

God's call. This process may also help the churches to throw off the bondage of a professional 

clergy, the ideology of the middle classes, the legalisms of the past, and the cultural forms of 

a foreign church and an alienated society. 

2. WHAT IS OUR UNDERSTANDING OF THE NATURE OF THE MINISTRY? 

The opposiƟon to extension is not merely a criƟcism of the educaƟonal model. It is rooted in 

and strongly commiƩed to a certain understanding of the ministry. We must explore that 
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concept of the ministry, examine its validity, and ask whether theological educaƟon by 

extension can and should support it. 

The idealism surrounding the Presbyterian ministry in Guatemala flows no doubt from several 

sources: the highly competent, highly moƟvated, "spiritually" oriented missionary; the all-

powerful, authoritaƟve Catholic priest; and the highly visible, outspoken "ladino" leader of 

plantaƟon, poliƟcal party, and community organizaƟon. A pastor is expected to have above all 

a deep sense of call, a self-image that places him in a unique sphere of service, dedicaƟon, 

and sacrifice. His integrity and authority should not be quesƟoned. He is the spiritual leader 

of his congregaƟon, the axis around which the life of the church revolves. The people cannot 

grow spiritually beyond the level of their pastor. He is the prime mover, orientor, and advisor 

for all the programs of the church. He is the preaching-teaching elder, who must expound 

God's revelaƟon, maintain discipline, and lead the congregaƟon. In Presbyterian church order 

a pastor must preside over the local church governing body (the session), and only pastors are 

authorized to administer the sacraments. 

Given this image of the ministry, it was probably inevitable that our extension program would 

cause not only disappointment but righteous resentment. The image is so strong that some 

of our extension graduates themselves have joined the opposiƟon, agreeing with the older 

pastors that extension training is inadequate. At presbytery and synod meeƟngs certain 

persons have been eager to pick up any indicaƟon of incompetence on the part of our 

extension students and graduates; at last year's plenary assembly one of the synod execuƟve 

officers inadvertently used the word "mediocre " The facts show of course that extension 

graduates and students now lead most of the churches throughout the whole denominaƟon, 

including the largest ones, and several have been elected as presidents of their presbyteries 

and of the Synod. But they do not quite fit the idealized image; in fact they unconsciously call 

into quesƟon that very image. 

The older pastors feel very strongly that they were called to serve fullƟme in the pastorate 

and that anything less is a denial of their calling, even though most of them have not been 

able to carry out that ideal. They believe that candidates for "the ministry" should abandon 

secular employment and give themselves wholly and "sacrificially" to theological studies and 

later to the pastorate. On a number of occasions when the seminary's report, with its long list 
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of students, has been presented in a presbytery or synod meeƟng, someone has asked which 

students are candidates for the ordained ministry, implying that they are the only ones that 

really count. They want the seminary to provide a kind of training which would make our 

graduates stand head and shoulders above their congregaƟons – in spiritual power, biblical 

knowledge, and theological competence. 

This writer, for one, believes that the true role of theological educaƟon by extension is not to 

try to fulfill the expectaƟons of that image of the ministry but rather to transform it. The 

concept of an omni-competent spiritual leader has no basis in the New Testament, and it has 

never been effecƟve, at least not in Guatemala. Rather we should seek to build up the ministry 

of each congregaƟon as a body. The present paƩern of authoritarian leadership must be 

replaced with an emergent, plural, corporate leadership of the people. The ineffectual, top-

down style of communicaƟon must evolve into an experience of dialogue so that the people 

can grow in their understanding of the Gospel and begin to relate meaningfully to their own 

lives and to the needs of their neighbors. 

Extension is a necessary alternaƟve for theological training because it enables us to break into 

the hierarchical paƩerns of the past, to encourage local leaders to develop their giŌs, to allow 

them to gain recogniƟon as pastors and teachers as well as deacons and elders, and to build 

a plural, collegiate ministry of the people. 

We insist that God's call to ministry is to all followers of Jesus Christ, corporately and 

individually, wholly and equally. This approach to theological educaƟon may be labeled 

subversive both by its enemies and by its supporters because it does promote radical changes 

in the nature of the ministry. 

3. WHAT CONSTITUTES THE CHURCH? 

The quesƟon about the role of theological educaƟon by extension goes beyond the maƩer of 

educaƟonal models and concepts of the ministry to the nature of the church. The opposiƟon 

to extension is based in large part upon a set of ideas about the church, and the legiƟmacy of 

extension must be posited in terms of these concerns. 



Extension Seminary 1977:4 | 68 
 

More than 25 years ago Emil Brunner wrote The Misunderstanding of the Church, which he 

called "the unsolved problem of ProtestanƟsm." The problem is sƟll with us. The quesƟon 

remains, what is the church? 

The vision, ideals, and concepts of the church held by our worthy opponents here in 

Guatemala are not always clear, but the assumpƟons are none the less definite. There is an 

easy idenƟficaƟon between the true church and the Presbyterian church – and other, similar, 

Protestant groups. The church consists of those who have "accepted Christ" and become 

members. The primary dimension of the church is the local congregaƟon, and the main 

expression of the life of the church is culƟc. Every congregaƟon in Guatemala meets weekly 

for an average of 6 or more worship services, some of them for the expressed purpose of 

prayer or teaching, one supposedly for youth and another for women, but almost all follow a 

stereotyped paƩern of hymns, prayer, Scripture reading, and preaching. The church exists to 

carry on this rouƟne faithfully and to add as many new people as possible. The local, regional, 

and naƟonal ecclesiasƟcal structures and all the other organizaƟons and insƟtuƟons of the 

denominaƟon exist to perpetuate and expand this program. 

According to this view of the church, the seminary is called upon to supply each congregaƟon 

with a pastor who will carry on the worship services, visit the members so they will not slacken 

in their aƩendance, evangelize others so that the membership will increase, and perhaps 

aƩend preaching points which will eventually become churches. The seminary should prepare 

these pastors to strengthen their congregaƟons' denominaƟonal loyalty, doctrinal convicƟons, 

biblical knowledge, moral standards, and organizaƟons. 

According to our Reformed tradiƟon the church is based on the correct preaching (and 

hearing) of God's Word and administraƟon of the sacraments of bapƟsm and the Lord's 

Supper. In Presbyterian Churches around the world only ordained, relaƟvely highly educated 

pastors are authorized to administer the sacraments and preside over the local session, thus 

consƟtuƟng the church in that place. Because of their high calling and training pastors need 

salaries, and their salaries should in some way reflect their training and calling. In Guatemala 

and in many other countries this has meant that most congregaƟons could never have pastors, 

become recognized as "churches," and be free to develop their own style of ministry and 

concerns for mission. It has meant that much of the business of the organized churches (with 
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pastors) and higher ecclesiasƟcal bodies has revolved about the selecƟon and support of 

pastors. 

Now we must ask whether theological educaƟon by extension is simply another way of 

building up this kind of a church with these kinds of insƟtuƟonal concerns. At first glance it 

appears as if extension does indeed provide man more pastors to carry on these funcƟons 

and strengthen this concept of the church. Perhaps many extension programs are doing just 

that. On the other hand we believe that extension is beginning to infiltrate these tradiƟons 

and structures and to lay the groundwork for radical change. 

The first step is to ensure that the churches' leadership represents the whole church, is 

responsible to the people in the congregaƟons, and does not create a financial burden for the 

members. Extension allows the congregaƟons to choose their natural leaders as pastors by 

enabling them to fulfill the academic requirements for ordinaƟon. It provides abundant 

opportuniƟes so that all the congregaƟons can have ordained pastors, either with or without 

salaries and at all levels of salary. 

The second step is to focus the churches' programs on the needs of their people. As we meet 

with our extension students to study the Bible, church history, pastoral psychology, etc., we 

come again and again to the conclusion that the congregaƟons are not meeƟng the needs of 

their own members, much less community needs. We know that every home and every 

individual life has its heavy burdens and urgent concerns, its dreams and illusions, but these 

maƩers are hardly ever shared or dealt with. The preaching and teaching, the many worship 

services, and the ponderous organizaƟonal machinery conƟnue to proceed unwiƫngly and 

unheedingly onward. Now in extension we are siƫng down with local leaders and beginning 

to reflect upon the real and felt needs of our people and to discuss how to meet those needs 

in the light of the Gospel. 

The third step is to introduce changes into the life of the congregaƟons – changes in the 

regular worship services and other acƟviƟes, changes in the way the Bible is studied and 

taught, changes in organizaƟon and planning, changes in the ways the members and leaders 

relate to each other. In the past our students have complained that in the seminary we discuss 

great ideas for the renewal and mission of the church but that in the congregaƟons and 

presbyteries these ideas are oŌen squelched. This situaƟon is beginning to change because 
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our extension classes include a broad selecƟon of the churches' leaders, i.e. the people who 

are capable of making radical changes at the grassroots and at all levels of the church's life. 

A fourth step is to restructure the life of the church and its ministry. This is parƟcularly urgent 

– in our own situaƟon – for the Indian churches. The Quiché Presbytery has discovered that 

the congregaƟons that have no trained, ordained, paid pastors are growing fastest. Rather 

than impose the old structures and standards they have decided to authorize outstanding 

leaders to serve the sacraments, ordaining them as local pastors. The Mam-speaking 

congregaƟons are in the process of forming a new presbytery in which they hope to change 

the requirements for organizing a church, redesign the ministry according to indigenous 

paƩerns, and make the sacraments available to every congregaƟon. The remote Kekchi 

congregaƟons have been growing very rapidly under local men apprenƟced to a wise old 

leader of the people; they too will soon organize their own presbytery. These exciƟng 

developments are not the result of theological educaƟon by extension, but extension has 

helped to shape the thinking that is allowing these basic changes to take place, and it provides 

the means whereby local leaders can form sound biblical, theological criteria as they 

determine their own desƟny in the church. 

4. HOW IS THE CHURCH TO CARRY OUT ITS MISSION? 

We have followed a logical progression from theological educaƟon to the ministry and the 

church. Our fourth and final quesƟon deals with the mission of the church. Due to the 

limitaƟons of this paper we shall not aƩempt to define the nature of that mission here but 

rather focus on the instrumentality of mission. In the final analysis the controversy over 

theological educaƟon by extension involves fundamentally divergent concepƟons of the way 

in which the churches are to carry out their mission in the world. Extension leaders must 

consider whether their task is to support or subvert tradiƟonal beliefs about training for 

ministry for mission. 

Ron Frase, a former Presbyterian missionary to Brazil, has wriƩen a stunning analysis of 

ministerial preparaƟon in his doctoral dissertaƟon, "A Sociological Analysis of Brazilian 

ProtestanƟsm: A Study of Social Change" (Princeton Theological Seminary, 1975). He points 

out that the Presbyterian Church of Brazil has been commiƩed to a highly trained ministry, 

that this commitment has produced rigid insƟtuƟonal structures and seriously hampered the 
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church's ability to respond to the Brazilian situaƟon, and that this whole development is the 

result of a definite missiological concept. In 1847, just a few years before the first missionaries 

were sent to Brazil, the Board of EducaƟon stated succinctly in the Minutes of the General 

Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., "The basis of all operaƟons of the Board of 

EducaƟon is that a pious and well qualified ministry is the great instrumentality appointed by 

the Head of the Church for the conversion of the world." At that Ɵme the Presbyterian 

denominaƟon had 500 churches without pastors in the U.S., and yet it conƟnued to advocate 

– at home and abroad – a highly educated ministry in the firm belief that Christ himself had 

appointed these "ministers" to carry out the church's mission. Frase comments that other 

churches were not held back by this concept and by the concomitant structures and thus were 

able to respond more effecƟvely to the needs of the people both on the U.S. fronƟer and in 

the interior of Brazil. 

Although they would perhaps not state their case quite so strongly today, the opponents of 

theological educaƟon by extension in Guatemala and elsewhere are heirs to this 

understanding of how the church is to carry out its mission. This explains why they fervently 

defend the tradiƟonal, eliƟst approach to theological educaƟon and the hierarchical, 

professional model of ministry. 

A recent event in the life of the Presbyterian Church of Guatemala may serve to illustrate how 

pervasive and convincing this concepƟon has become. On February 4, 1976 Guatemala 

suffered its most devastaƟng earthquake in recorded history. 23,000 people were killed; many 

more were injured and widowed or orphaned; and one million were leŌ homeless or with 

badly damaged houses. A group of leading pastors and a few layman in Guatemala City 

immediately formed a Presbyterian emergency commiƩee (CESEP) to assess the needs and 

find and distribute aid to the vicƟms, especially Presbyterians. Two missionaries took special 

interest in the pastors whose manses or homes had fallen, and this became one of the more 

appealing projects as large quanƟƟes of funds began to pour in from the U.S. and elsewhere. 

A year aŌer the earthquake, when this commiƩee reported to the plenary assembly of the 

Synod, they revealed openly and without any sense of wrong that they had distributed 

$24,165 among 310 laymen whose homes were destroyed or damaged (average: $78 per 

family), $38,300 to 26 pastors who has suffered losses (average: $1473), and another $30,000 
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to 6 leading pastors in the capital city area ($5000 apiece) who had not lost any property in 

the earthquake – and most of these 6 were members of the CESEP commiƩee. 

The point of this story is that the people most involved in the incident were quite convinced 

that what they did was right – in view of their understanding of the special place and role of 

the ordained pastor in the church and in God's mission to the world. At a moment of extreme 

crisis and vast human need, these pastor could actually improve their lot ($5000 is about 

5 Ɵmes as much as an average pastor earns in a year) and accept reconstrucƟon money even 

if they had had no house of their own. The treasurer of CESEP, one of the most highly 

respected laymen in the Presbyterian Church and at that Ɵme Moderator of the Synod, 

apparently approved of what happened, although he expected nothing for himself. 

Missionaries helped get the money and cooperated with the emergency commiƩee; the 

liaison person in the U.S. approved the budget; and the donors in the U.S. were eager to help 

the pastors. Even the representaƟves of the Churches at the recent Synod meeƟng raised few 

quesƟons and did not censure the members of CESEP, although they knew that many of their 

members had suffered great losses and had been given much smaller amounts of aid, if any, 

by this commiƩee. The only possible way to contemplate this whole affair is to recognize that 

the ordained ministry is conceived of as the great instrumentality "appointed by the Head of 

the Church" to carry out God's mission in the world. Within this frame of reference what 

happened was not only jusƟfiable but probably inevitable. 

According to this "elevated" concept of the ministry, the churches should do everything within 

their power for the preparaƟon and support of their pastors. Seminaries are sacred places, 

seedbeds for the formaƟon of God's chosen servants. It is easy to see why theological 

educaƟon by extension is depreciated and rejected by many. But by the same token it is easy 

to see that extension has great potenƟal for radical change not only in the ministry but also 

for the renewal of the churches for mission. It may also be argued that the churches' mission 

in the world will always be gravely distorted unless the members in the churches, the whole 

people of God, are given access to theological educaƟon and the ministry. 

The Presbyterian Seminary of Guatemala, with almost 15 years' experience of extension, has 

barely begun to challenge the old structures of the ministry and to change the churches' 

understanding of mission. But now 250 people represenƟng the whole spectrum of the 
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churches' membership study theology each year in the context of their own homes, 

congregaƟons, and communiƟes – instead of 10 or 15 privileged youth set apart at a seminary 

campus. Probably 75% of these students have no intenƟon of becoming ordained pastors, but 

they are eager to study in a system which offers no relief from the demands of daily life and 

employment, and they expect to serve their congregaƟons voluntarily the rest of their lives. 

At least 50 students are Indians, second class ciƟzens in a country which is striving to obliterate 

their languages and cultural values through "social integraƟon." Perhaps another 50 are 

women, members of a church that deprives them of ordinaƟon as either pastors or elders, 

which means that they are disenfranchized from the enƟre ecclesiasƟcal governing structure. 

The great majority represent the poor and could never aƩend a tradiƟonal seminary. 

We readily confess that there are sƟll major gaps in the curriculum, instrucƟonal materials, 

personnel, and organizaƟon of our extension program, although we know it is superior to the 

earlier residenƟal program. And we hesitate to guess what will be the future shape of the 

churches' ministry, although we know the opƟons are now much greater than they were. We 

strongly believe that the Seminary is now serving the churches and strengthening their 

ministry and mission by breaking out of the confining, debilitaƟng paƩerns and concepts of 

the past. 

CONCLUSION 

Change is always difficult, especially in the realm of religious beliefs and ecclesiasƟcal 

structures, above all in relaƟon to the ordained ministry, due to aged tradiƟons, vested 

interests, established paƩerns of dependence, and sacred taboos. Many a discussion of criƟcal 

issues has floundered or been dismissed by a simple reference to "the call" or by an appeal to 

the sacrifice, dedicaƟon, or spirituality of "the ministry." The extension movement here in 

Guatemala and elsewhere has taken on a task which is difficult and complex, for it is 

aƩempƟng to revoluƟonize not only theological educaƟon but also the ministry, the church, 

and its mission in the world. The outcome – aŌer almost 15 years – is by no means certain. 

We have suggested that this task may be understood as subversion. The word "subversion" 

usually carries very negaƟve overtones; it means to undermine or to overthrow. It may, 

however, be used to refer to a posiƟve, dynamic process of renewal and transformaƟon from 

within. Another word that has been used in recent years to express the same fundamental 
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concept is "contextualizaƟon." The concern of theological educators in many places is to 

liberate our insƟtuƟons and churches from dysfuncƟonal structures in order to respond in 

new ways to the Spirit of God in our age and in our many diverse contexts. Theological 

educaƟon by extension is a tremendously versaƟle and flexible approach to ministerial 

training; it is also now a spreading, deepening movement for change, subversion, and renewal. 

More quesƟons than answers are evoked by this paper and by the extension movement. Can 

we finally abolish the persistent dichotomy of clergy and laity in our many ecclesiasƟcal 

tradiƟons – with the help of theological educaƟon by extension? Surely there are not 2 levels 

of calling or service in the ministry. Is ordinaƟon, as it has been pracƟced over the centuries, 

really valid? Perhaps there should be a parity of ordinaƟon – or one basic ordinaƟon – among 

deacons, elders, pastors or priests, and bishops. Or perhaps every adult ChrisƟan who is 

willing to serve God's purposes should eventually be ordained for ministry. Why is there such 

a great disƟncƟon between ChrisƟan educaƟon and theological educaƟon? It seems – from 

the perspecƟve of theological educaƟon by extension – that there should be a progressive 

conƟnuum of service and preparaƟon in ministry in the context of the local congregaƟon and 

society. How can the churches employ pastors, preachers, administrators, etc., without 

becoming dependent on them and ruled by them? Paying salaries for fullƟme work in or for 

the churches is not bad in itself; our problems lie in the matrix of theological educaƟon – 

ordinaƟon – the sacraments – the ministry – salaries – the professional role. What should be 

the content of theological curricula if we do decide to subvert the exisƟng structures of 

theological educaƟon and the ministry? We have avoided any discussion of content here, but 

it could be argued that the medium itself is the most significant message. Our task is to place 

the tools of theological reflecƟon in the hands of the people of God so that they will be able 

to clear away the centuries of theological, ecclesiasƟcal, and liturgical residue and begin to 

theologize, to build a much more vital, corporate ministry, to renew the church from its roots, 

to move out in liberaƟng mission to all people. 

In this paper we have focused quite specifically upon one local situaƟon, but our concern is 

for the worldwide ChrisƟan movement, which owes so much both posiƟvely and negaƟvely 

to its Western heritage. The writer is obliged to point out parƟcularly that the professional, 

academic model of the ministry is far more entrenched in his home country and in his own 

church than it has yet become in Guatemala. The United Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
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probably spends $300 million of its annual income, to support pastors; it contributes 

$7 million, just 1.5% of its income, for mission and service and ecumenical relaƟons around 

the world. 

Our purpose is not to criƟcize fellow ordained pastors either in Guatemala or in the U.S. or 

elsewhere. It is rather to call in quesƟon the basic structures of the ministry, which we have 

all accepted and propagated to some degree, and to recommend radical changes. Although 

we did not build these structures, we – both clergy and laity – are accomplices, and we are all 

stewards of the church and its mission under God. 

In recent years the churches have raised a propheƟc cry for jusƟce amidst the oppressive 

structures of our socieƟes, and ChrisƟans are idenƟfying themselves increasingly with 

liberaƟon movements. José Míguez Bonino (Doing Theology in a RevoluƟonary SituaƟon) and 

others have suggested that we may have to redefine the church in terms of these missiological 

concerns and in terms of para-ecclesiasƟcal or even non-religious groups commiƩed to human 

liberaƟon. Certainly the churches and their seminaries will have liƩle credibility in today's 

ideological struggle if they conƟnue to foster eliƟsm and privilege within their own ranks. 

Theological educaƟon by extension opens up an avenue for the churches to transform their 

own structures, placing power and iniƟaƟve in the hands of the whole people of God. This in 

turn may enable the churches to become a servant people, counter communiƟes whose 

propheƟc message is accompanied by living witness and liberaƟng ministry. 

 

NEWS OF EXTENSION 

Mexico 

Reformed Church missionary Paul HosteƩer's leƩer of April 29, 1977 reports, "we are just on 

the threshold of starƟng a new extension program. We have 59 enrollees in 3 centers and 

requests for 4 other centers. This is a beginning wedge to begin providing biblical educaƟon 

for the 400 some men who preach regularly in Chol country." The Chol Indians are one of the 

Mayan groups in a remote area of the southern state of Chiapas, and they number about 

80,000. This extension program serves the Chol Presbytery of the NaƟonal Presbyterian 


