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Toward a Missional Approach to Christian Scholarship 

in the Theological Disciplines:  

Learning For Shalom 

 

Missional  

 

 

Christian Scholarship 

 

 

Theological Disciplines  

 

 

Learning for Shalom 

 

Tension of Participating in Two Scholarly Traditions 

1. reap insights from secular scholarship  

 

BUT  

 

2. critique the ideological frameworks within those 

insights are embedded 

 

 

3. awareness of key issues in modern scholarship 

 

BUT 

 

 set agenda based on needs of Christian community 
 

 

4. Critical engagement  

 

AND  

 

 constructive scholarship 

 

 

5. Listen to the narratives on offer  

 

AND  

 

6. tell our own narratives 

 

 

7. Academic/professional formation  

 

BUT  

 

8. within context of spiritual formation 

Dr Aubrey Spears on the 

communal nature of Christian 

scholarship (especially for 

doctoral students): 

One of the things that comes to my 

mind is the tension created by the 

academic demand for large blocks 

of time spent alone in one's study 

and the opposing demand we have 

as humans for think community. 

It‟s so important for students to 

have a true community where they 

can love and be loved, serve and 

be served while they are writing 

their dissertations. This carries 

over into academics directly and 

indirectly. Directly: I think part of 

what makes Christian scholarship 

distinctively Christian is that it is 

communal. Indirectly: one's 

worshipping community / church 

community should not be 

neglected because it is such an 

important ballast to the ravages of 

academia. 

 

Dr Mary Healy on Christian 

scholarship as service to Jesus 

Christ: 

Since being a biblical scholar or 

theologian is first and foremost a 

service to Jesus Christ and his 

Church, it is important not to view 

it primarily in terms of a career 

(even though practical realities of 

livelihood, support of a family, 

etc., have to be considered). St. 

Paul is a great model - he preaches 

and teaches the gospel not for 

earthly gain, but because "woe to 

me if I do not!" The more we see 

what we do as a service to Christ, 

the less we're liable to be set off 

balance or discouraged by the 

vagaries of faculty politics, 

academic opportunities, success 

and failure, etc. We serve at his 

pleasure, and he works all things 

for good. Also the more likely we 

are to see it as an inexplicable 

privilege rather than something 

deserved... which leads to joy. In a 

real way, teaching Scripture, or 

theology which is simply 

interpretation of Scripture in the 

Church, or by extension other 

areas of Christian scholarship, is a 

mission rather than a career, 

though unfortunately few see it 

that way. 
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Toward an Agenda for Christian Scholarship in the 

Theological Disciplines 

 

ü Theological research as Christian service 

 

ü Need for Christian academic community 

 

ü Emphasis on constructive research 

 

ü Interdisciplinary orientation 

 

ü Integration of scholarship with spirituality 

 

Dr Aubrey Spears on the 

importance of community: 

One of the things that comes to my 

mind is the tension created by the 

academic demand for large blocks 

of time spent alone in one's study 

and the opposing demand we have 

as humans for thick community. 

(This is similar to what Ryan 

addressed, but I'm thinking in 

terms of Ph.D time in particular) 

 It's so important for students 

to have a true community where 

 they can love and be loved, serve 

and be served while they are 

writing their dissertations.  This 

carries over into academics 

directly and indirectly.  Directly: I 

think part of what makes Christian 

Scholarship distinctively Christian 

is that it is communal. Indirectly: 

One‟s worshiping 

community/church community 

should not be neglected because it 

is such an important ballast to the 

ravages of academia. 

 

Dr Mary Healy on Christian 

Scholarship as service to Christ: 

Since being a biblical scholar or 

theologian is first and foremost a 

service to Jesus Christ and his 

Church, it is important not to view 

it primarily in terms of a career 

(even though practical realities of 

livelihood, support of a family, 

etc., have to be considered). St. 

Paul is a great model - he preaches 

and teaches the gospel not for 

earthly gain, but because "woe to 

me if I do not!" The more we see 

what we do as a service to Christ, 

the less we're liable to be set off 

balance or discouraged by the 

vagaries of faculty politics, 

academic opportunities, success 

and failure, etc. We serve at his 

pleasure, and he works all things 

for good. Also the more likely we 

are to see it as an inexplicable 

privilege rather than something 

deserved... which leads to joy. In a 

real way, teaching Scripture, or 

theology which is simply 

interpretation of Scripture in the 

Church, or by extension other 

areas of Christian scholarship, is a 

mission rather than a career, 

though unfortunately few see it 

that way. 
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When The Chronicle of Higher Education reported on proposals such 

as that just stated [for religious perspectives in the academic 

mainstream], a leading American intellectual historian responded that 

„…the notion that scholars‟ personal beliefs are compatible with their 

academic interests is “loony” and reflects “a self-indulgent 

professoriate.”‟  He added (in the reporter‟s words) that „an important 

distinction must be made between supernatural and non-supernatural 

ideas.  Gender and race are empirical constructs: one‟s faith is not.‟ 

Such comments reflect widespread…opinion.  Almost any public 

discussion of this issue will elicit similarly strong reactions from some 

thoughtful people.  It is very common, for instance, for academics to 

dismiss religion as simply non-empirical and therefore worthy of no 

serious consideration.  One letter to the Chronicle claimed that 

professors who are religious believers refuse to rigorously examine 

their own religious beliefs.  „If they‟d research even the religious 

philosophies they‟ve accepted, then they could actually call themselves 

“scholars.” But they won‟t.‟  Another academic wrote that „those 

professors who wish to present their religious views in the classroom 

would do well to state frankly: „Many of my beliefs respecting 

supernatural phenomena are beyond what we have accepted as 

standards for scholarly proof in modern universities.‟  Another went 

even further, asserting that matters of religion are „by definition not 

amenable to logic.‟ 

(Marsden, The Outrageous Idea, 5) 

 

Recently, claims have been made for the legitimacy of faith-based 

scholarship in the forum of academic scholarship.  In my view, faith-

based study has no place in academic scholarship, whether the object 

of study is the Bible, the Book of Mormon, or Homer. Faith-based 

study is a different realm of intellectual activity that can dip into Bible 

scholarship for its own purposes, but cannot contribute to it… Any 

discipline that deliberately imports extraneous, inviolable axioms into 

its work belongs to the realm of homiletics or spiritual enlightenment 

or moral guidance or whatnot, but not scholarship, whatever academic 

degrees its practitioners may hold…  

Those who choose a faith-based approach should realize that they 

cannot expect the attention of those who don't share their postulates. 

The reverse is not true. Scholars who are personally religious 

constantly draw on work by scholars who do not share their postulates. 

One of the great achievements of modern Bible scholarship is that it 

communicates across religious borders so easily that we usually do not 

know the beliefs of its practitioners… 

Trained scholars quickly learn to recognize which authors and 

publications are governed by faith and tend to set them aside, not out 

of prejudice but out of an awareness that they are irrelevant to the 

scholarly enterprise. Sometimes it is worthwhile to go through a faith-

motivated publication and pick out the wheat from the chaff, but time 

is limited.  

The best thing for Bible appreciation is secular, academic, religiously-

neutral hermeneutic. 

M. Fox, „Bible Scholarship and Faith-Based Study: My View” SBL 

Forum http://www.sbl-site.org/publications/article.aspx?articleId=490 
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Dr Ryan OôDowd on the 

negotiating the demands of the 

academic endeavor: 

My first recommendation is that 

you try and consult Mary Rose 

O'Reilly's book The Garden at 

Night: Breakdown and Burnout in 

the Teaching Life.  She has whole 

lists of recommendations for 

young scholars.  It is particularly 

interesting to note her honest 

reckoning with the fallen condition 

of academia! I wasn't prepared 

enough for this.  Where and how 

will you build friendships?  What 

if your department is divisive or 

inept?  How will you find 

balance?  What if you lose your 

rhythm for good teaching?  You 

must plan for these things ahead of 

time - find a few trusted peers 

early in your career and commit to 

supporting each other. 

 

Two other things she discusses I 

think I would consider.  One, she 

wants young scholars to be aware 

that the climb through academia 

never ends.  The PhD only 

qualifies you to get reappointment, 

then tenure, then professorship. 

The expectations for publishing, 

teaching and committee work are 

ongoing and take a toll on you 

year after year. It often leads to 

burnout, depression or isolation.  

You will never arrive at a place of 

peace unless you create it.   

 

I also think scholars need to think 

very carefully about what they 

(we) are called to.  I watch so 

many peers in their early years 

trying to give every paper and talk 

they can.  Many of us can look so 

tired and unexcited about really 

good teaching and research.  It's 

the problem of quantity over 

quality and it affects teaching and 

the spiritual, physical and family 

life. 
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