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T

heological educators have agreed for decades that simply

providing a knowledge-based education is inadequate in seminary
instruction. Seminaries build scholars who are at the same time
practitioners, embodying their knowledge so that they develop expertise and
practical abilities to minister to others. While the actual focus of that ministry
may vary widely, it is clear that the purpose of seminary is to produce
knowledgeable practitioners. 1
Those who see academic disciplines as embodiments of knowledge miss the
point that they are in reality “communities of practice.” 2 That is, disciplines are
dynamic entities in which a history of interaction over key issues actually forms
the content. This is expressed succinctly in the Association of College and
Research Libraries' (ACRL) Framework for Information Literacy in Higher
Education concept, Scholarship as a Conversation. 3 The content of disciplines
only exists and thrives in a vital community of disciplinarians who converse to
shape it and deﬁne its purposes.
Theological educators thus face a potential dilemma: While there is much
content to disseminate in courses, disciplines are about practice as much as they
are about content. If the goal of theological education is the development of
practitioners, then teaching disciplinary practice is essential to the instructional
process. 4 Unfortunately, the ﬁrst barrier for most students lies in the fact that
they are not members of the disciplines they are studying. While they may learn
enough facts to pass examinations, unless they are enculturated in disciplines,
they can remain outsiders to the scholarly conversation that their professors
understand well.
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Enculturation involves enabling students to become participating citizens in
disciplines. Lave and Wenger described such enculturation as “legitimate
peripheral participation.” 5 It is legitimate in that it has to be an authentic indiscipline experience, not just an imitation of disciplinary activities. It is
peripheral, at least at ﬁrst, because it does not engage the central discipline but
works at the edges of it, gradually moving students closer to the center as time
goes on. The best analogy is that of a recent immigrant who comes into a country,
participates in various activities in common with citizens, and gradually becomes
more centrally a citizen in thought and action.
We might ask why theological students even need to engage in enculturation.
Most of them come from a faith community and thus understand at least some of
the content and conventions of the disciplines they are studying. While this is
true, there are inevitable barriers to full participation. It is one thing to have a lay
grasp of the details of theological disciplines, but another to be involved in
disciplines as practitioners. Theological education, in fact, contributes to
development of barriers by setting up professors as experts and students as
learners. When we add the peculiar cultures of communities found within
disciplines and the rigorous methods practiced in disciplines, we ﬁnd many
students are alienated to a greater or lesser degree as they begin taking courses.
When it comes to information literacy, it is possible to teach students generic
research methods, but these methods often fail to help them become full
participants in disciplines. Thus, the concept of “situated information literacy” is
better positioned to help students become disciplinarians. Situated information
literacy argues that the goals of research diﬀer from discipline to discipline and
that the only truly viable approach to instruction is to do it within the context of
disciplines. 6

What is a Discipline?
While disciplines may well be described as “communities of practice,” 7
disciplinary culture needs to be viewed as complex and nuanced. Along with my
colleague, Robert Farrell, 8 I have argued that disciplinary culture consists of
three foundational elements: epistemology, metanarrative, and method. 9
Epistemology involves the knowledge base of a discipline—how it developed,
who the major players are (past and present) and what criteria make one piece of
knowledge more authoritative than another. Its closest connection to the
Framework is the concept, Authority is Constructed and Contextual. 10 Clearly,
each discipline has a foundational knowledge that is formed and reshaped by the
research done in the discipline. Understanding the nature of that knowledge and
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of the value placed on it by members of the discipline is a crucial ﬁrst step in
disciplinary understanding. Lambek, for example, has argued this about
disciplines: “Each is a tradition of scholarship building upon certain evolving
epistemological commitments and judgments.” 11 Thus epistemology sees the
knowledge base as not only growing but ﬁnding its justiﬁcation in the culture
(metanarrative) and methods of the discipline. Disciplinarians take the primary
role in assessing the authority of the discipline’s knowledge. This is not to say that
the epistemology of any discipline is uniform. While there may be mainstream
understandings, there are always participants who challenge what a discipline
claims to know and the ways in which it evaluates its knowledge (thus aﬃrming
that authority is contextual).
Metanarrative, a culture’s understanding of the beliefs and norms that shape
its story, is at the heart of what we mean by saying that a discipline is a
“community of practice.” 12 The concept of metanarrative answers questions like:
What motivates scholars in this discipline? How varied is their internal culture?
Members of a discipline recognize one another and understand one another.
They agree to an ethos that deﬁnes them as scholars of a subject area and
provides them with a cultural sense of how they function as citizens of the
discipline. No discipline, however, has a monolithic metanarrative. There may be
a broad core understanding but, like any culture, there can be dramatic variants.
Recent research has criticized the very notion of disciplinary metanarratives,
though it is hard to imagine any discipline without a culture (as varied as it may
be) that holds it together. 13 Grasping the nature of a disciplinary culture is key to
becoming a member and player in the discipline.
The Framework describes metanarrative with Scholarship as a
Conversation. 14 That is because scholarship is not an individual but an
interactive function, scholar to scholar. Metanarrative also interacts extensively
with epistemology (the information we value, based on the mandates of the
culture we live in) and with method (which is determined by the cultural
mandates of the discipline). We can separate the three modes of disciplines
conceptually, but in practice they function together, each informing the other. As
a trinity of factors, they enable an ongoing conversation in the discipline around
best practices, ﬁndings and variant explanations.
Method is the means by which a discipline advances. It is crucial that the
research within a discipline be done by means agreed to by disciplinary
practitioners, or there is no way to determine the authority of research ﬁndings.
Students who do research and write outside of recognized norms for the
discipline will ﬁnd themselves contradicted by their professors. This is not to say
that there are not voices in every discipline who discount existing methods or
suggest even radically new ones. But all methods have to stand up to the test of
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the academy—that is, to the disciplinary practitioners who pass judgment on what
methods will survive and what will be rejected as illegitimate. Method is governed
both by epistemology (what information we value and aﬃrm) and by
metanarrative (how research methods reﬂect the ethos and goals of the
discipline). 15
The growing movement of interdisciplinary studies in theological education
may seem to contradict the disciplinary themes we have just described. Does an
interdisciplinary approach not contradict the very notion of disciplinary cultures
and method? No. When scholars from two or more disciplines work together, a
new discipline emerges. These scholars come to share a new ethos (built around
the values of interdisciplinarity and the disciplinary cultures they come from) and
a set of methods they need to agree upon. As they do their work, they also
establish a knowledge base. It seems impossible to do genuine scholarly work
outside of the environment of disciplinary conventions, even if these have
evolved in an interdisciplinary context.

Understanding the Disciplines of Theological Education
Armed with an understanding of the nature of disciplines and informed by
relevant concepts in the Framework, it is possible to establish a means to
understand each discipline and thus to function within its culture and discourse.
This is the ultimate goal of any entry of novices into a discipline: to begin
thinking, speaking, and researching like the citizens of the culture. Simmons has
argued that librarians need to become “disciplinary discourse mediators:”
The librarian can teach the … student the ecology of the disciplinary
environment, with the subject scholar delving more deeply into one speciﬁc
discipline’s practices. This cooperative approach, involving both the
librarian and the scholar in the initiation of … students into a particular
discourse community, provides students both a view of the breadth as well
as experience with the depth of disciplinary research. 16
Librarians need to help develop researchers who can formulate disciplinarysensitive research questions/theses, locate the highest quality and most relevant
resources, identify the scholarly conversations, engage with those conversations,
and write like disciplinary citizens.
That may seem like a very tall order. Who are librarians to think that this is a
possible, or even desirable, role for them? Is not the introduction of students into
disciplines the work of professors? That would be the case if we were seeing
consistent signs that students were being successfully enculturated. Yet
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professors themselves express dismay over the poor levels of student research
and the limited quality of student discourse. Christine Wenderoth’s interview
study with seminary faculty reﬂects this dilemma: “So, faculty see that students
can’t do research (and so can’t learn from each other the way they did in graduate
school, supposedly). Yet, by their own admission, these same faculty are not
teaching research to their students, sometimes feeling guilty about that,
sometimes just angry.” 17
The seminary world does have two advantages over larger universities. First,
seminary librarians, because of accreditation standards, are generally faculty
rather than staﬀ. Second, the relatively smaller size of seminaries means that it is
possible for librarians to have more signiﬁcant input into issues related to student
disciplinary information literacy.
What follows is an attempt to build a model for disciplinary understanding
and information literacy, using the most central seminary disciplines: biblical
studies, theology, and pastoral studies. True, there are many more disciplines:
counseling, apologetics, justice studies, and so on, but our analysis is not
intended to be exhaustive, only to provide examples of ways in which librarians
along with faculty can develop a consciousness of the tasks involved in student
disciplinary enculturation. With our ﬁrst discipline, biblical studies, we will do a
fairly extensive analysis. Following disciplines will engage the same analytic
questions more brieﬂy.
Clearly, each discipline in theological education is complex and multifaceted. Rather than focusing on a discipline’s diversity, we will identify the core
elements that deﬁne the discipline and then branch out into its varieties. We
recognize that, for seminary disciplines, the worldviews of scholars can create
signiﬁcant divergences, yet there are still foundational values and methods that
remain.

Biblical Studies as a Discipline
The ﬁeld of biblical studies has a very long history, going back to intra-biblical
interpretation of earlier biblical writings by later ones. Fortunately, we have many
published histories of biblical scholarship that provide insight into how we got to
today’s version of the discipline. 18 In the following analysis, we will ask pointed
questions around the three primary elements of biblical studies as a discipline—
epistemology, metanarrative, and method—in an attempt to support students as
they become enculturated.
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Biblical Studies: Epistemology
Question #1—What is the most essential knowledge in the discipline?
For biblical scholars the text is utterly foundational. No biblical scholar, however
unconventional, is ﬂippant about the primacy of the biblical text. The text is more
foundational to biblical scholars than method or even than metanarrative, both
of which arise from the text. As Kenneth Hagen has argued: “If you want to talk
about method, be realistic. We begin with the text, the Book. We begin with eyes,
hands, minds, questions, issues, goals, and yes, deadlines. The task is study and
interpretation. How to read the Book? The best way is to start by readingslowly.” 19
Further, the text is best informed by the environment out of which it
developed, so understanding that environment is crucial. Here, students will
need to be introduced to writings of the Ancient Near East, texts of Judaism that
are beyond the biblical canon, and all the ancient historical matter that has come
down to us from biblical studies. For some scholars, the primary literature under
consideration also encompasses the history of the reception of the biblical text
through the Fathers, the Scholastics, the Reformers, and beyond.
Secondary sources have their place as well. More on this in answer to the next
question.
Question #2—How did the knowledge base develop over time?
This may seem like a simple question requiring us to trace the history of biblical
study and arrive at an understanding of the literature the discipline depends
upon. The fact is, however, that the history of biblical study is varied and
convoluted. Much of it has been shaped by various presuppositions about the
text and various theological beliefs. While that is the case, we can explain
knowledge base development in a way that, though simplistic, has enough truth
in it to make it workable: The knowledge base developed as biblical practitioners
over time sifted through all that had been written and then achieved some form
of consensus as to what was important. Here we have the work of Church Fathers,
Scholastics, Reformers, Biblical criticism pioneers, and modern scholars.
A two-fold caution needs to be raised here: The knowledge base of biblical
studies is not uniform nor is it static. This is where epistemology, metanarrative,
and method interact vigorously. While there are foundational elements in the
biblical literature base, that base is also the product of a wide variety of belief
systems (metanarrative) that have used divergent methods to create a landscape
that is not nearly as uniform, nor as settled in its content, as a beginning student
may think. This is where the idea from the Framework that Authority is
Constructed and Contextual has particular value. 20 To argue that the accepted
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knowledge base of biblical studies simply developed by adding one writing after
another to it is to miss the point that what survives has been negotiated in the
scholarly community so that the authority of any piece of literature is based on
having passed tests for authority. 21

Biblical Studies: Metanarrative

Metanarrative gets at the heart of the culture, belief system, and goals of the
discipline. To enter a ﬁeld of study, understanding its metanarrative is essential to
determining how to belong.
Question #1—What motivates biblical scholars?
Most seasoned biblical scholars would point to the biblical text as their
motivational core: They want to understand the text in light of… but we must
pause here, because this is where the complexity of biblical scholar metanarrative
reveals itself. If we were to compare the metanarrative of biblical scholarship to
language, we would have to say that there is a central language but several related
languages and dialects. It is an often uncomfortable reality that the motivation of
each biblical scholar arises out of that scholar’s presuppositions, belief system,
and vision for the purpose of the text.
The foundational motive of biblical scholarship is exegesis—the reading of
meaning from the text. Before scholars can determine what should be done with
biblical passages, they need to understand them. Thus, the biblical commentary,
and numerous books/articles directly on the exegesis of the biblical text continue
to abound. Were we just to look at these products, we might assume that biblical
scholarship is simply discourse over understandings of the text. And there would
be good reason to believe this, considering the number of references to biblical
history, extra-biblical sources, and so on that ﬁll biblical commentaries. Massey
Shepherd, somewhat sarcastically, referred to the critical biblical commentary as,
“A ﬁling cabinet of possibly helpful clues to a reader.” 22 Yet there is much more
diversity in biblical studies than beginning students assume. Understanding the
text is a foundational value, but that value is complex in its practice.
Question #2—How diverse is the biblical studies metanarrative?
Biblical studies has a quite wide metanarrative. While there are some scholars
who doggedly exegete the text, probing its meaning to evoke the message
communicated by its original author, most biblical scholarship also recognizes
that biblical study is to a greater or lesser extent “critical.” That is, there is an
assumption that there are few easy answers in biblical scholarship, and the ways
in which we view the text, our presuppositions if you will, largely govern the
conclusions we make. 23
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If, for example, we consider the Old Testament text to have developed over
time, so that many of its books have no single author but were compiled from
several sources, or if we challenge the original dating of the books (seeing
Deuteronomy as the product of the late pre-exilic era, etc.), this will reshape our
face-value interpretations in fairly dramatic ways. For a student entering the
world of biblical scholarship, the following simple example is helpful. It relates to
the diﬀerences between two common books on biblical exegesis, both coming
from the same publisher.
Gordon Fee’s New Testament Exegesis: A Handbook for Students and Pastors
focuses on interpreting the biblical text in its historical and cultural context. Fee
argues that “exegesis is primarily concerned with intentionality: What did the
author intend his original readers to understand?” 24 There is no signiﬁcant
reference to alternative methods of exegeting the text. For Fee, the metanarrative
of the biblical scholar involves a consuming desire to discover what the presumed
author meant in that author’s historical-cultural context. Fee’s presupposition is
that the text needs to be taken more or less at face value, given that genres and the
author’s ways of understanding text in his day will shape our understanding.
John H. Hayes and Carl R. Holliday, using the same publisher as Fee, present a
very diﬀerent vision of exegesis in their book, Biblical Exegesis: A Beginner’s
Handbook. While they see interpreting the meaning of the biblical text as
foundational (the common metanarrative for biblical scholars), their
presupposition is that most biblical books “appear to have developed over lesser
and greater lengths of time and many persons probably contributed to their
formation.” 25 With the lack of a concept of a single author and the addition of a
long history of text formation, the task of ﬁnding meaning takes a turn toward
enlisting critical methods that do a broader analysis of the text. Thus, Hayes and
Holliday devote most of their book to describing types of criticism that can be
enlisted in exegesis—textual, historical, grammatical, literary, form, tradition,
redaction, structuralist, and canonical. It is not that ﬁnding the meaning of the
text is unimportant but that doing so is more complicated than it appears on face
value.
The aspirations of biblical scholars vary as well. For some, academic study of
the text is enough. For others the text is sacred Scripture so that exegesis naturally
leads to application in preaching and teaching. For still others, texts must speak
to common social issues like feminism, post-colonialism, social inequality,
justice, and so on. In all cases, ﬁnding meaning in the text is foundational, but the
purposes to which the text and its understanding are to be directed will vary.
Basic tools like The Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation 26 can form a
doorway for students into the main metanarrative versions that guide biblical
methods active today. 27

66

Theory

Biblical Studies: Method
Question #1: What are the standard methods used in biblical studies?
Once we have understood the nature of the epistemology and metanarrative of
biblical studies, we ﬁnd that these two elements govern the way method is done.
In understanding the biblical text, exegesis is the primary method, with a focus
either on the text itself (language, grammar, historical-cultural setting) or on
identifying the nature of the text using a variety of critical methodologies
(tradition, source, form, redaction, etc.) which leads then to a nuanced
interpretation of the meaning or meanings. This is where the Framework
element, Searching as Strategic Exploration, can have value in helping students to
focus on identifying in their searches the varying approaches used by disciplinary
researchers in their work. 28
Question #2: What alternative methods
are gaining acceptance in biblical studies?
Students need to know that the method employed in any piece of biblical analysis
is often the product of a particular biblical studies metanarrative variation. Is this
a redaction study, a study employing source criticism, or a form critical study? Is
the intent grammatical-historical study of the text at face value or is its goal to
fracture colonial understandings of the text to understand it better in a postcolonial world? Search, within biblical studies writing, has to be strategic in order
to draw out the emphases and beliefs behind them.
Our current search tools, unfortunately, do not provide ﬁlters to separate out
the various methodologies (as does a database like PsycINFO). This means that
students need to have eyes to see beyond the mere words in book and article titles
to the metanarrative-driven methods that underlie these works.
Whether the methodological approach involves grammatical analysis,
redaction history, or post-colonial criticism, 29 students need to pay attention to
the presuppositions that govern method. In the face of such complexity, a student
can use the categories of epistemology, metanarrative and method as roadmaps
to move intelligently into each of these critical worlds.

Theological Studies as a Discipline
We have devoted considerable space to biblical studies in order to demonstrate
that disciplines can be complex and that students being enculturated into a
discipline need to understand multiple and various signposts. As our ﬁrst
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discipline showed, there may well be a core knowledge base, mainstream
metanarrative and agreed-upon methods, but there are also multiple variations.

Theological Studies: Epistemology
Question #1—What is the most essential knowledge in the discipline?
Of all the disciplines of theological education, theology represents the greatest
diversity. On one hand, theology can be viewed as an expression of the
convictions of the church (in each of its many forms and beliefs), thus making
theological statements equivalent to faith statements. On the other, theology has
long been an object of academic study. For seminarians, it is (and needs to be)
both, since theological education is rigorous but has practice as its goal.
To delineate the essential knowledge base of theology, we need ﬁrst to deﬁne
the term “theology.” A conservative approach would argue: “More precisely, the
word [theology] denotes teaching about God and his relation to the world from
creation to the consummation, particularly as it is set forth in an ordered,
coherent manner.” 30 Other scholars, operating outside of a conservative
mindset, ﬁnd it exceedingly diﬃcult these days to deﬁne theology, now that this
discipline has shattered into multiple approaches. Yet even these scholars will
argue that there is a coherent epistemology. John Kent writes: “The ﬁnal authority
of Scripture and tradition remains unimpaired, however diverse interpretation
may become: although there are many cases in which Scripture and tradition
settle nothing, nothing can be settled apart from them.” 31
We thus ﬁnd two foundations for theology’s knowledge base: The Christian
Scriptures and the tradition that has developed around them from their writing to
the present day.
Question #2—How did the knowledge base develop over time?
The doing of theology is as old as the writing of the Christian Scriptures
themselves in that later biblical writers often drew theological themes from
earlier writers.
It is not diﬃcult for theological students to discover the history (tradition) of
theological thinking and to recognize the importance of the work of the Church
Fathers, Scholastics, Reformers, Counter-Reformers, and so on, to the knowledge
base of theology. While all of this developed through forces that the Framework
would describe with the concepts, Authority is Constructed and Conceptual, and
Scholarship as a Conversation, students need to see that the knowledge base of
theology is a negotiated one. Innumerable writings over the history of the church
were discounted or disputed to such an extent that they were ultimately deemed
not authoritative. Others have risen to generally accepted status (Augustine,
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Aquinas, Luther, and so on). Newer theologians all face evaluation by the
disciplinary academy. Some of their works will survive the passage of time, while
others will not.

Theological Studies: Metanarrative
Question #1—What motivates theologians?
It may seem simplistic to argue that theologians are devoted to understanding
their world in the context of the Divine, but this is foundational. In this sense,
theology is inquiry. 32 It is a quest to know and understand the Divine in
relationship with the world, and thus to act. While it can have a purely academic
motive, most often theologizing seeks to bear some fruit to improve human
understanding, to probe diﬃcult issues, or even to improve the human condition.
Yet the motivation to do theology is tempered by the contexts within which
theologians ﬁnd themselves. Franke argues: “It is not the intent of theology
simply to set forth, amplify, reﬁne, and defend a timeless and ﬁxed orthodoxy.” 33
We must recognize that theologians are seekers and interpreters. Even if they
believe in an infallible Scripture, all discussion that arises from it is the work of
humans living in context. Just as authority is constructed and contextual, 34 so
theologians recognize that their work is human and very much based both on
their presuppositions and on the contexts in which they function.
The twentieth-century division between conservative (focusing on theology
rooted in the biblical text and traditions congruent with it) and liberal (focusing
on doing theology that is congruent with the modern world’s understanding of
itself and its aspirations) has now fragmented. The two main streams are actually
based on a more foundational context, sometimes described as “theology from
above” and “theology from below.” Paul Tillich provided a good deal of clarity to
the distinction by referring to “kerygmatic theology” and “apologetic, or
answering, theology.” 35 The former is theology from above practiced within the
believing community. It is intended to inform the church of its belief system
derived from Scripture and tradition. The latter is a theology that considers
crucial questions in the larger world and attempts to respond to them
theologically, thus starting from below in the world of humans.
Each theology has its risks. Kerygmatic approaches resist dialogue with other
systems of thought and thus can be insular. Answering theology must not forget
its roots. As Tillich argues regarding the latter: “It loses itself if it is not based on
the kerygma as the substance and criterion of each of its statements.” 36 Most
theologians today oﬀer a blend of the two, giving them diﬀering emphases.
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Question #2—How diverse is the theological studies metanarrative?
The metanarrative of theology has, in the past century, become exceedingly
diverse. This can be attributed to a variety of factors, though the growth of
Postmodernism is seen as a key driver. Van Huyssteen argued: “Even the briefest
overview of our contemporary theological landscape reveals the startling
fragmentation caused by what is commonly called 'the postmodern challenge' of
our times.” 37
This should not cause the theological student to despair, because there are
common patterns through the diversity. One represents the distinction between
theologies from above and below. Within kerygmatic approaches we ﬁnd three
major streams: biblical theology (focus on theology as woven through the biblical
narrative), systematic theology, and historical theology. Most theologians devote
themselves to one or another of those streams, though overlap and even
integration of approaches are possible. For answering theologies, there is
generally a distinct interest in a speciﬁc issue: post-colonialism, liberation,
feminism, and so on.
A second pattern distinguishes between those who take philosophical
approaches to theology (something that has existed since the Church Fathers) or
a biblical and tradition-based orientation. Among the latter, many theologians
decry the inﬂuence of non-Christian philosophies, from Platonism to
Postmodernism, on theological work.

Theological Studies: Method
Question #1: What are the standard methods used in theological studies?
Question #2: What alternative methods are
gaining acceptance in theological studies?
For theology, method is driven by metanarrative and epistemology. The values
you hold regarding the theological task determine the methods you will choose
and the knowledge base you aﬃrm. Each type of theology has its own method,
with variants. Thus, for example, a biblical theologian generally has little concern
to systematize his/her work outside of the embedded narrative, a historical
theologian is most interested in the discussions of theology through history, and a
liberation theologian enlists the Bible and theology to form a response to the
oppressed and to the oppressive systems in the world.
The methods thus vary, and theological students must remain vitally aware of
the context within which they are working, both its motivations and the
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knowledge base it aﬃrms. We can never assume that there is only one way to do
theology.

Pastoral Theology as a Discipline
We now turn to a discipline that is less text-based and more oriented toward
practice. Within pastoral theology we include a variety of sub-topics: pastoral
care, preaching, teaching, pastoral counseling, Christian education, and so on.
Though there is a great deal of diversity, pastoral theology unites itself in praxis,
that is, putting belief and theory into practice. As such, it is based in other
disciplines like biblical studies, theology and church history rather than simply
being a set of skills divorced from other theological subjects. At the same time, it
is guided by newer disciplines such as sociology, psychology, justice studies, and
so on. Browning, in the Theology and Pastoral Care series from Fortress Press,
spells out the emphases and potential tensions in its series foreword: “Our
purpose … [is to] (1) retrieve the theological and ethical foundations of the JudeoChristian tradition for pastoral care, (2) develop lines of communication between
pastoral theology and other disciplines of theology, (3) create an ecumenical
dialogue on pastoral care, and (4) do this in such a way as to aﬃrm, yet go
beyond, the recent preoccupation of pastoral care with secular psychotherapy
and other social sciences.” 38
“Pastoral Theology” as a term is well chosen. The praxis of ministry is
immersed in theological thinking. Pamela and Michael Cooper-White, for
example, stress that, “Practices of ministry … do not exist apart from theology.” 39
Thus, whatever direction it takes, pastoral theology is not mere social work or
secular counseling. It only achieves its purposes in the context of the biblicaltheological foundation that deﬁnes it.

Pastoral Theology: Epistemology

Pastoral theology has a knowledge base, which in some ways is ancient and in
others changes constantly with transformations in society.
Question #1—What is the most essential knowledge in the discipline?
Like theology itself, pastoral theology can be a discipline from above or from
below, though many pastoral theologians practice elements of both. From above,
the knowledge base of theology rests in biblical teaching and the various
traditions of ministry practice that have come down to us through the centuries.
Pastoral theologians from above stress that the Bible itself is the primary source
for true ministry praxis, and that this source has been further enhanced by the

Framing Information Literacy within the Disciplines of Theological Education

71

traditions that interpreted biblical instruction about pastoral work. Secondary
literature in this mode of thinking seeks to interpret biblical and theological
mandates in terms of praxis.
Alternatively, many pastoral theologians today are not content simply to be
informed by the Bible and tradition, as if their theology dictates their practice in
every way. For them, the traditional knowledge base has its value but so does new
thinking in which praxis informs a reinterpretation of theology or even develops
new theological thinking. Cooper and Cooper argue: “Practical theologians … are
generally no longer content merely to apply received dogma, but as of the later
twentieth-century claimed the authority of practices themselves to instruct and
inform theological reﬂection.” 40 Thus new publications in the ﬁeld can move
beyond tradition to forge new thinking and updated theological understanding.
Question #2—How did the knowledge base develop over time?
The knowledge in pastoral theology is a result of a long history of reﬂection on
practice. Over time, pastoral theologians have recounted their experiences,
published guides and theoretical pieces, and gradually shaped our thinking about
ministry as theological praxis. Newer voices are involved in rethinking old ideas
or shaping new ones. Since this discipline’s writings emerge out of reﬂection and
instruction based in experience, the newer voices tend to be practitioners as often
as they are scholars with high-level academic credentials. Thus, students of
pastoral theology may well ﬁnd that the authors they respect lack doctorates but
have years or decades of experience.

Pastoral Theology: Metanarrative

As with most disciplines of theological education today, the metanarrative of
pastoral theology is fragmenting. While there is a foundational cultural
understanding among pastoral theologians, there are also variants that can put
the culture at odds with itself.
Question #1—What motivates pastoral theologians?
Pastoral theologians function as mediators between belief and action. As Steyn
and Masango have argued, “Not only should practical theology be energised by
its theology, it should also, as its name implies, be practical in its nature, oﬀering
help to all people in need of pastoral care.” 41 With regard to the latter, where
theology is interpreted to provide such help, the work of pastoral theology is
cultural and methodological, enlisting whatever tools are available to determine
both needs and responses. Browning probably said it best when he argued:
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For a practical theology to be genuinely practical, it must have some
description of the present situation, some critical theory about the ideal
situation, and some understanding of the processes, spiritual forces, and
technologies required to get from where we are to the future ideal, no matter
how fragmentarily and incompletely that ideal can be realized. 42
Question #2—How diverse is the pastoral theology metanarrative?
Because pastoral theology involves praxis, its metanarrative can serve many
diﬀerent goals as various pastoral theologians deal with diﬀerent needs.
Some, for example, have a problem with the individualism of much of
pastoral theology, arguing that pastoral theologians must also be concerned with
the larger community. 43 Others ﬁnd their ethos in social justice, arguing that we
cannot properly help people until societal structures and abuses are overcome.
For them, the metanarrative echoes that of famous Christian activists like Martin
Luther King.
Since pastoral theology covers a wide range of types of ministries,
metanarratives may be expressed in a passion for preaching, religious education,
pastoral counseling, and so on. Each shapes the common metanarrative of praxis
with its own interests and emphases.

Pastoral Theology: Method
Question #1: What are the standard methods used in pastoral theology?
Question #2: What alternative methods are
gaining acceptance in pastoral theology?
When it comes to method, the things pastoral theologians do are too numerous to
describe here. We have a clear link between epistemology (especially secondary
literature) and method in that the major methodological advances are made by
practitioners who write about their work, their methods, and their goals. From
there, the scholarly conversation is at work as pastoral theologians critique and
build upon one another’s work. The literature is expansive, and new methods are
constantly being initiated. Jaison writes of pastoral theology: “It is a critical,
constructive and grounded theological reﬂection by communities of faith, carried
on consistently in the contexts of their ‘praxis’, which here denotes a
combination of knowledge born of analytical objectivity and distance, practical
wisdom and creative skills.” 44
Pastoral theologians enlist many of the other disciplines of working with
people—psychotherapy, sociology, public speaking, education—but they “sanctify”
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those methods by putting them into the context of theologically interpreted
praxis.

Finding a Path to Disciplinary Inclusion
We have considered a method of disciplinary analysis that leads to a deeper
understanding of how three sample theological education disciplines function.
The same could be done with the other disciplines. We have seen that the
Framework, particularly the concepts Authority is Constructed and Contextual,
Research as Inquiry, Scholarship as a Conversation, and Searching as Strategic
Exploration, provide understandings that can help such disciplinary analysis.
Two questions emerge. First, how can understanding of disciplines through
the model described above actually help students to enter into disciplines so that
their articulation and research are done at a level of insiders rather than
outsiders? Second, what role can librarians take in the task of helping theological
students become disciplinarians? Let us address each question in turn.

Disciplinary Understanding and Enculturation
Our students come to us as relative outsiders to the disciplines they will be
studying. They may have some undergraduate religious or theological education,
but not at the level that will help them properly belong. Their professors are
passionate about their subjects, prone to jargon and concepts that sometimes go
over their students’ heads (as many librarians can attest to having heard from
students). For students, starting in a course is like entering a conversation at midpoint, knowing that the discussion has a history but failing to grasp what that
history might entail.
When it comes to research and writing, students often lack understanding of
the nature of the knowledge base, the way authors in a discipline comport
themselves and engage in the scholarly conversation, and the common methods
and conventions of expression favored by the discipline.
Disciplinary analysis around the themes of epistemology, metanarrative, and
method, can open up a discipline to the kind of understanding that goes deeper
than knowing content, and instead moves into the very culture of those who
practice it. While experience in the discipline is required to deepen the
enculturation, disciplinary analysis can form an entry point to making that
deeper cultural understanding happen.
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The Role of Librarians
Many theological librarians have few venues to enable disciplinary analysis. Why,
then, are we even considering using such a model in our work? We do this for one
simple reason: Librarians are well equipped to think in terms of disciplinary
cultures while faculty, as diligent as they are, can struggle to ﬁnd time and means
to impart enculturation to their students, simply hoping it will happen to some
measure.
This is a unique opportunity for librarians to bring the value of their work into
the academy by engaging with faculty regarding the following:
1. Our students struggle with research. They often do not understand our
assignments and write in ways unfamiliar to our disciplines.
2. Imparting knowledge and showing students how to use databases for
research is not enough to make them disciplinary practitioners. We see
evidence of that in the often low quality of their written work.
3. The problem is that students have not yet been enculturated into our
disciplines.
4. As academic librarians, we have a model that may help.
So how would you as a librarian use this model? You could simply introduce it to
faculty. You could co-teach a session with a faculty member in a student
classroom in which you would explain elements of the model, and the professor
would articulate the content of the discipline’s epistemology, metanarrative and
method. You and the professor could co-develop guides to the cultures of the
professor’s discipline, oﬀering links to representative writing or statements of
preferred method. Your reference interviews with students could include
elements of disciplinary analysis that explain how to best research and write a
project.
You can work with faculty to develop learning outcomes and assignment
templates built around perceived gaps in student knowledge and skills related to
functioning within a discipline. This would involve having faculty articulate the
goals they want students to reach and then designing assignments to meet those
goals. 45
It is important for us to help students become insiders. The theological
librarian has a vital place in that work. For more guidance on practical ways to
implement disciplinary analysis in our work as librarians interacting with faculty,
see https://libguides.twu.ca/DisciplinaryEnculturation.
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