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ABSTRACT 

 
 

ADMISSIONS AS TRANSFORMATIONAL PROCESS: 
EXPANDING THE ROLE OF SEMINARY ADMISSIONS PERSONNEL IN 
PROSPECTIVE STUDENTS’ ENROLMENT DISCERNMENT PROCESS 

 
 
 
Name: O’Coin, Kevin John 
 
 
This project proposes that Christian higher education institutions should shift their marketing 

approach away from treating prospective students primarily as customers, and toward 

encouraging staff to facilitate caring, spiritual formation conversations that help prospective 

students discern their enrolment in seminary. The primary question is whether incorporating 

recognized spiritual care practices into discernment conversations with prospective seminary 

students increases the likelihood that research participants describe the conversations as 

being helpful in deciding whether or not to enrol in seminary. Based on psychology and spiritual care literature, I develop specific questions and conversational habits to help 

seminary admissions personnel best facilitate enrolment discernment conversations with 

prospective students. To assess the effectiveness of these new practices, I compare self-

reported questionnaire data from before and after their implementation, combined with 

responses from prospective students in the experimental group to specific questions that 

asked them to reflect on their current discernment process so far. The results show a marked 

increase among the experimental group in overall satisfaction with their enrolment 

discernment conversation experience in general. Prospective students also had the 

opportunity to rate the most important aspects of their own discernment processes: they want 

admissions personnel to help them hear God’s overall call in their lives and find the best 
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program fit for their personal and vocational goals. My findings and best conversation 

practices could be of use in other graduate theological schools and potentially beyond. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A. The Aim and Scope of This Project 

This project grows out of my experience as a recruitment and admissions staff person at 

ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University, one of Canada’s largest Christian liberal 

arts universities. In my role, I have the opportunity to personally meet with dozens of people 

each year who are investigating the possibility of entering seminary studies. Though each 

prospective student is unique, across all my conversations, I have noticed some common 

values, desires, and responses. I began to consider the benefit to my professional practice of 

conducting a more thorough investigation of prospective student attitudes and needs, the 

cultural realities that shape them, and how my own attitudes and practices have helped or 

hindered conversations with prospective students. The focused outcome of this project is a 

set of best practices specifically for seminary admissions personnel in their engagement with 

prospective students. 

 

B. The Contemporary Relationship between Higher Education Institutions and Their 
Students 

 
Within the last sixty years or so, higher education1 institutions and students themselves 

have increasingly come to think of students as purchasers of educational products, therefore 

                                                        
1 The definition of higher education in this project encompasses all levels of post-secondary education: 
undergraduate programs, adult education/professional studies, and graduate studies, including seminary 
programs. The majority of research has focused on the application of marketing principles to undergraduate 
students and programs, but other sectors of higher education have adopted these principles as well, with the 
necessary modifications. 
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initiating a customer service relationship with the educational institution. Three 

interconnected factors can account for much of this change.2  

First, the marked increase in tuition fees. Over the last twenty to thirty years, tuition fees 

at institutions in the United States, 3 England,4 and Canada5 have risen rapidly. According to 

Dr. Joanna Williams, researcher on educational policy and culture, it is not “inevitable 

[…that] consumer status is a consequence of tuitions fees,”6 though the usual reason people 

spend money is in order to receive goods or services in return. If this is a student’s 

understanding of the nature of these tuition dollars, they would most likely feel “entitled to 

possess a particular product (a degree) or to expect access to a certain level of service (staff 

and resources).”7  

 Second, labour market forces. Would-be students hear from parents and career advisors 

that they should “find the course and institution that will best enhance their employability 

and lead to the greatest return on their investment of time and money.”8 Institutional 

marketing strategies speak to “career prospects, […] aiming to convince prospects that they 

will achieve their goals by completing their education at the institution.”9                                                          
2 Joanna Williams, Consuming Higher Education: Why Learning Can’t Be Bought (New York: Bloomsbury, 
2013), 2. For an historical summary of some factors leading to the student-as-customer paradigm in the US and 
UK, see Chapter One of this work. 
3 Tuition at public and private universities in the United States has risen by 54 per cent (inflation adjusted) 
between July 2001 and July 2021, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. See Briana Boyington, 
Emma Kerr, and Sarah Wood, “20 Years of Tuition Growth at National Universities,” US News, September 17, 
2021, https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/paying-for-college/articles/2017-09-20/see-20-years-of-
tuition-growth-at-national-universities.  
4 Since 1998, tuition fees in England have risen to over £9,000 annually. See Ben Kentish, “University Tuition 
Fees in England Now the Highest in the World,” The Independent, March 31, 2017, 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/university-tuition-fees-england-highest-world-compare-
students-student-loan-calculator-a7654276.html. 
5 Patrick Cain, “University Tuition Fees in Canada Rise 40 Per Cent in a Decade,” Global News, September 7, 
2016, https://globalnews.ca/news24898/university-tuition-fees-rise-40-per-cent-in-a-decade. 
6 Williams, Consuming Higher Education, 3. 
7 Williams, Consuming Higher Education, 6. 
8 Williams, Consuming Higher Education, 67. 
9 David S. Stein, Constance E. Wanstreet, Charles T. Saunders, Jr., and Michelle L. Lutz, “The Promise and the  
Pathway: Marketing Higher Education to Adults,” Online Journal of Distance Learning Administration 12, no.  
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Third, the rise of consumerism in the modern West. According to historian R. Steven 

Jones, two prominent aspects of consumerism have been an expansion of customer choice 

and increasing access to products.10 Students, who think of higher education in consumeristic 

terms, are demanding more choice of institutions and programs, and pushing for greater 

access for more people. 

 In response to these three factors, higher education institutions have adopted a marketing 

philosophy that has increasingly resulted in what Dr. Renáta Tomášková, professor of 

language and communication, calls “the promotionalization of discourse.”11 Denis Rudd and 

Richard Mills, customer service researchers, have identified the ways in which the essential 

Ps of marketing manifest themselves in higher education.12 For example, the ‘product’ is “the 

full range of activities, facilities, and services provided by the university.” ‘Positioning’ 

relates to brand development and capitalizing on market niches by asking questions like, 

“Does it [the branding] have benefits for the market you are trying to reach?” and “Does it 

feature one or two things that your target market wants most?” ‘Packaging’ refers to value-

added aspects of the educational experience, such as transfer credit arrangements, 

internships, and employment placement.13 Education professors Felix Maringe and Paul 

Gibbs argue that when institutions choose to communicate the experience of higher education 

                                                        
3 (Fall 2009): “Abstract” (accessed December 29, 2017 through https://eric.ed.gov). 
10 R. Steven Jones, Dictionary of American History, 3rd ed., s.v. “Consumerism” (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 2003), last modified May 11, 2018, http://www.encyclopedia.com/history/ 
dictionaries-thesauruses-pictures-and-press-releases/consumerism. 
11 Renáta Tomášková, “A Walk Through the Multimodal Landscape of University Websites,” Brno  
Studies in English 41, no. 1 (Winter/Spring 2015): 78. 
12 Denis Rudd and Richard Mills, “Expanding Marketing Principles for the Sale of Higher Education,” 
Contemporary Issues in Education Research 1, no. 3 (Third Quarter 2008): 41. 
13 Rudd and Mills, “Expanding Marketing Principles for the Sale of Higher Education,” 45-49. 
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in this way, it “justifies the fees by converting education into utility, and then into something 

that money can buy.”14 

The “student as customer”15 marketing paradigm stands as one of the most influential in 

higher education admissions and recruitment. Print periodicals such as Journal of Marketing 

for Higher Education and the internet-based Higher Ed Marketing Journal16 are just two 

examples of the extensive content available on the use of marketing techniques for 

motivating people to consider particular higher education institutions. Undoubtedly, the 

application of marketing concepts to admissions and recruitment generates valuable insights 

into how higher education institutions can most effectively influence the thought-patterns, 

behaviors, and values of prospective students. Marketing emphases such as branding and 

market segmentation17 allow each institution to communicate clear messages to those 

students most likely to enrol.  

Numerous examples exist of the pervasiveness of marketing philosophy and techniques 

among Canadian evangelical Protestant seminaries in particular. An analysis of the images 

and text on their websites18 illustrates how these schools have chosen to market an 

                                                        
14 Felix Maringe and Paul Gibbs, Marketing Higher Education: Theory and Practice (Maidenhead, UK: Open 
University Press, 2009), 4. 
15 In this project, I have chosen the term ‘customer’ versus ‘consumer.’ Though these terms are related, they are 
not the same. ‘Consumer’ often has the negative connotation of one who indiscriminately consumes, whereas a 
customer merely enters a service relationship with a seller. For this reason, I have chosen the more neutral term 
‘customer.’  
16 https://www.archeredu.com/hemj/. 
17 V. Borden, “Segmenting Student Markets with a Student Satisfaction and Priorities Survey,” Research in 
Higher Education 36, no. 1 (February 1995): 73-74. See also Tim Jones, “Why Market Segmentation in Higher 
Education Matters,” Inside Higher Ed, September 13, 2016, https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/ call-action-
marketing-and-communications-higher-education/why-market-segmentation-higher. 
18 Regent College (https://www.regent-college.edu/), Ambrose Seminary (https://ambrose.edu/seminary), 
Briercrest Seminary (https://www.briercrestseminary.ca/), Providence Theological Seminary 
(https://www.prov.ca/programs-courses/theological-seminary/), Tyndale Seminary 
(https://www.tyndale.ca/seminary), and ACTS Seminaries (https://actsseminaries.com/). All sites accessed 
October 14, 2021. 
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educational experience centered on fulfilling the needs and desires of the individual student, 

who functions as a customer of the institution.  

Virtually all photos on the front pages feature faces somewhere between profile and facing 

toward the camera.19 This pulls prospective students into the frame by providing them with 

an engaging presence with whom they can identify. Many pictures show students happily 

studying together or socializing. If models are alone, they are staring either directly at the 

camera or reflectively into the distance. Professors seldom appear; if they do, they are 

interacting with students in a way suggestive of ease of relationship and student satisfaction, 

a nearly peer-level relationship of encouragement and comfort rather than challenge and 

growth. This almost exclusive focus on students “corresponds with students’ agentive role in 

[…] British and American universities”20 regarding their own educational choices, progress, 

and overall student experience. Institutions portray students as aware of their own needs and 

entirely capable of making their own decisions. To such a student, “the university positions 

itself as a helper or enabler.”21 An analysis of UK university websites overwhelmingly 

“shows the presence of several action verbs such as discover, explore, meet, visit that 

position students as active protagonists who can autonomously decide their future.”22 Higher 

education institutions must address these decision-makers directly and personally. 

Institutions use second-person pronouns to speak directly to prospective students, thus 

focusing on their personal world, emotions, agency, and development. Seminaries promise to 

provide students with “an authentic community of learners who join you on the journey of                                                         
19 Tomášková observes much the same in her study of the websites for the University of  
Oxford, Harvard University, and Charles University in Prague. See Tomášková, “A Walk Through  
the Multimodal Landscape of University Websites,” 89.  
20 Tomášková, “A Walk Through the Multimodal Landscape of University Websites,” 87. 
21 Tomášková, “A Walk Through the Multimodal Landscape of University Websites,” 87. 
22 Chiara Nasti, Marco Venuti, and Sole Alba Zollo, “UK University Websites: A Multimodal, Corpus- 
Based Analysis,” Journal of Language Studies 11, no. 4 (October 2017): 142-43. 
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discovering your vocation,”23 as well as “academic programs that prepare you to be an 

effective spiritual leader”24 who “lead[s] and live[s] from the core of your faith,”25 thus 

“helping you get to where God's calling you to go.”26 

Many institutions prominently feature distance education programs27 that allow “you to 

pursue your studies at any time, anywhere.”28 One student at ACTS Seminaries testifies that 

“being able to get world class teaching from my home, on my schedule, has allowed me to 

pursue a degree while still working and staying connected to my young family.”29 There is 

the growing assumption that most students will be combining studies with other obligations 

and will require accommodations, such as the ability to start, stop, or alter their course of 

study.30 Thus distance and part-time studies are becoming one of the most “highly 

marketable features”31 of an institution. 

 Websites focus on the services students should expect. The path toward enrolment means 

students will experience “a total commitment to customer service” because institutions commit 

“to knowing […] customers completely.”32 Providence Seminary pledges “to care for your 

physical, social, emotional, psychological and social well-being during your stay!”33 The 

Tyndale website has a page full of icons representing the full suite of student services available. 

The message is clear: seminary staff are ready and willing to serve the student customers, 

                                                        
23 https://ambrose.edu/seminary (accessed October 14, 2021). Emphasis added. 
24 https://www.prov.ca/programs-courses/theological-seminary (accessed October 14, 2021). Emphasis added. 
25 https://www.tyndale.ca/seminary (accessed October 14, 2021). Emphasis added. 
26 https://www.briercrestseminary.ca/ (accessed October 14, 2021). Emphasis added. 
27 https://www.briercrestseminary.ca/about/, https://ambrose.edu/seminary, 
https://www.tyndale.ca/seminary/online (accessed October 16, 2021). 
28 https://www.prov.ca/programs-courses/theological-seminary (accessed October 14, 2021). Emphasis added. 
29 https://actsseminaries.com/online (accessed October 16, 2021). 
30 Williams, Consuming Higher Education, 90. 
31 Nasti, Venuti, and Zollo, “UK University Websites,” 133. 
32 Maringe and Gibbs, Marketing Higher Education, 155.  
33 https://www.prov.ca/campus-life/student-services (accessed October 14, 2021). 
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inviting them to “reach out if [they] need help.”34 In a survey of UK university websites, the 

assessment of all phrases using the word student35 indicates that students are primarily those 

receiving benefits and services from institutions of higher learning.36 Indeed, “students are 

almost invariably the centre of attention: both in academic and extracurricular life, in 

everything a university offers.”37 

Labour market forces have fused with marketing perspectives to present a university 

credential as necessary for a good life, good job, and personal satisfaction – in other words, 

self-fulfillment. The journey of the self toward fulfillment and actualization has become the 

predominant portrayal of the educative process and student experience. Universities exist to 

serve students (self-centeredness) in order to help them achieve their purpose (self-

fulfillment) on their own terms (self-determination). In this model, education consists merely 

of “projects of personal transformation” focusing on emotional and self-esteem 

development.38 

 

C. Critiques of the Current Paradigm 

Though there is a recognition of the inevitability to some extent of market-driven forces in 

higher education,39 Canadian historian Paul Axelrod laments that much is lost due to a 

consistent focus on competitiveness and employability40 that forces public discourse around 

                                                        
34 https://www.actsstudents.com (accessed October 14, 2021). 
35 i.e. student as subject of a verb, object of a verb, adjective, or within a prepositional phrase. 
36 Nasti, Venuti, and Zollo, “UK University Websites,” 140-41. 
37 Tomášková, “A Walk Through the Multimodal Landscape of University Websites,” 84. 
38 Williams, Consuming Higher Education, 141. 
39 Mike Molesworth, Richard Scullion, and Elizabeth Nixon, eds., The Marketisation of Higher Education and 
the Student as Consumer (London: Routledge, 2011), 228, https://network23.org/freeunisheff/files 
/2015/07/Mike-Molesworth-Richard-Scullion-Elizabeth-Nixon-The-Marketisation-of-Higher- 
Education-and-the-Student-as-Consumer-book.pdf.  
40 Paul Axelrod, Values in Conflict: The University, the Marketplace, and the Trials of Liberal Education 
(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2002), 4, 6. 
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education to concern itself almost exclusively with the degree to which a student’s and 

government’s investment in education will pay off in economic growth.41 Marketing and 

education theorists Dennis Clayson and Debra Haley, among others, find using marketing 

labels such as “customers” in reference to students to be problematic and not befitting higher 

education.42 Such language infers educational experiences are commodities to be sold and 

valued according to their utility, which usually means preparation for employment.43 

However, the “wholesale application of concepts and ideas from the commercial sector does 

little to promote the real values of higher education. [Those who dissent from this view] need 

to develop our own language.”44 The language of products and services, for example, may 

come to denote not only the services and programs that the university provides, but also the 

graduates themselves. The university produces graduates much the same way a factory 

produces cars. To put it very simply: “This is a process where we become something rather 

than someone.”45 Canadian sociologist Frank Furedi writes in a similar vein: “The moment 

that students begin to regard themselves as customers of academic education, their 

intellectual development is likely to be compromised. Degrees can be bought; an 

understanding of a discipline cannot."46  

In a study of marketing to adult learners in particular, the finding was that “most messages 

conveyed what the institution or the degree would do for the prospective learner and not what 

                                                        
41 Axelrod, Values in Conflict, 64-65. 
42 D.E. Clayson and D.A. Haley, “Marketing Models in Education: Students as Customers, Products or  
Partners,” Marketing Education Review 15, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 1. 
43 Joanna Williams, Consuming Higher Education, 7. 
44 Felie Maringe, “The Student as Consumer,” in The Marketisation of Higher Education and the Student as 
Consumer, 151. 
45 Paul Gibbs, “Adopting Consumer Time,” in The Marketisation of Higher Education and the Student as 
Consumer, 60. 
46 Frank Furedi, “Introduction to the Marketisation of Higher Education and the Student as Customer,” in The 
Marketisation of Higher Education and the Student as Consumer, 5. 
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the adult would have to do to prepare for academic engagement.”47 However, education 

requires something of those who participate; “universities are not just in the business of 

providing services. Education is more fundamental than meeting customer wants and 

needs.”48 

In her study on consumerism in higher education, Joanna Williams writes:  

One reason why education is not a commodity like any other is that its inherent worth 
varies with each individual who shares the same surface experience, depending upon the 
extent of the student’s engagement, motivation, and prior learning. Therefore, value 
judgments as to the worth of education cannot be made in advance of engagement in 
learning processes.49  
 
To counter-balance the customer-focused, transactional approach, scholars and 

practitioners have proposed concepts such as relationship marketing.50 Business management 

professors Deborah Aka, Oladele Kehind, and Olaleke Ogunnaike define relationship 

marketing as an approach that “contrasts with transaction-based marketing strategies, which 

focus on attracting customers. Relationship marketing instead focuses on establishing and 

maintaining a mutually beneficial relationship with existing customers.”51 Seminaries do 

need to attract new prospective students, but once seminaries have established a connection, 

even with prospective students, a relationship-building approach commends itself as the 

preferable way forward, given the unique relationality of humans created in the image of 

God.52 Furthermore, once a student does choose to enrol, they are in effect current customers 

with whom forging an ongoing relationship is appropriate and necessary. It seems to me that 

                                                        
47 Stein, Wanstreet, Saunders, and Lutz, “The Promise and the Pathway,” “Findings.” This articles is based on a  
study sample from twenty-four institutions with a presence in central Ohio.  
48 Maringe and Gibbs, Marketing Higher Education, 35. 
49 Williams, Consuming Higher Education, 11. 
50 See James F. Gyure and Susan G. Arnold, “Using ‘Relationship Marketing’ Theory to Develop a Training 
Model for Admissions Recruiters,” Journal of Marketing for High Education 10, no. 4 (Fall 2001): 35-49. 
51 Deborah O. Aka, Oladele J. Kehinde and Olaleke O. Ogunnaike, “Relationship Marketing and Customer 
Satisfaction: A Conceptual Perspective,” Binus Business Review 7, no. 2 (July 2016): 18. 
52 See section on the image of God in humanity, pgs. 14-18. 
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beginning the relationship-building process with students as early as possible, even before 

they choose to enrol, is the best approach for increasing their chance of enroling and for 

ongoing loyalty to an institution, thus boosting the likelihood of a student persisting to 

graduation and becoming an enthusiastic advocate and partner53 of the institution as an 

alumnus/alumna. A meta-analysis of literature on relationship marketing demonstrated that 

increased customer perception of relationship satisfaction and quality was a strong predictor 

of increased word-of-mouth advertising and customers’ willingness to form ongoing co-

operative partnership arrangements.54  

That said, a focus on relationship marketing is still a focus on marketing, and so does not 

subvert the more problematic aspects of marketing theory and philosophy, such as an almost 

unconditional appeal to customer satisfaction.55 Therefore, a Christian response to this self-

influenced vision requires a reassertion of the fundamental purpose of seminary education. It 

is part of the premise of this project that seminary education has a role to play in preparing 

people to obey more fully Jesus’ Greatest Commandment by shaping their minds, character, 

and skills.56 Seminary can train one’s mind with wisdom, information, and logic shared 

among a peer learning community; impart the skills necessary for people to engage the world 

more fully and productively;57 and provide opportunity, through sustained contemplation, for 

one’s character to grow into a more faithful representation of the imago Dei. The rigours of 

                                                        
53 Aka, Kehinde and Ogunnaike, “Relationship Marketing and Customer Satisfaction,” 188. For a discussion of 
how effective customer engagement creates ongoing value for an institution or business, see Corina Braun, 
Karsten Hadwich and Manfred Bruhn, “How Do Different Types of Customer Engagement Affect Important 
Relationship Marketing Outcomes? An Empirical Analysis,” Journal of Customer Behaviour 16, no. 2 (Summer 
2017): 111-144. 
54 Robert W. Palmatier, Rajiv P. Dant, Dhruv Grewal, and Kenneth R. Evans, “Factors Influencing the 
Effectiveness of Relationship Marketing: A Meta-Analysis,” Journal of Marketing 70, no. 4 (October 2006): 
150. 
55 Aka, Kehinde and Ogunnaike. “Relationship Marketing and Customer Satisfaction,” 188. 
56 Mt. 22:37, Lk. 10:27, Mk. 10:30. 
57 Gen. 1:28, 2:15. 



  

11  

the educative process become “thick habits” that shape one’s identity and character.58 The 

student-as-customer paradigm, however, shifts focus away from the ultimate and broadest 

purpose of seminary education as a public good in service to others, toward its much 

narrower, more marketable value59 as little more than “an individually purchased private 

commodity.”60 If a seminary degree program becomes solely a set of marketable skills, this 

dramatically limits perceptions of possible participation to only those entering vocational 

Christian ministry; or, even more narrowly, to those who believe they can make back the 

tuition expense through salary premiums. The “reduction of the students’ learning experience 

from a holistic one […] to one of training students to fit into one predominant role [in the 

market economy … becomes a] production model of education.”61  Simply producing 

graduates is problematic in graduate theological education in particular. 

Theologian Kevin Vanhoozer helpfully points out that “most forms of cultural discourse 

speak primarily to imagination and not to reason.”62 Marketing certainly functions this way. 

Seminary admissions personnel, therefore, have the opportunity to affirm a distinctly 

Christian vision and imagination within the print and digital materials they prepare and in 

their personal interactions with prospective students. A seminary can substitute the language 

of self-fulfillment with language of personal growth and participation in God’s kingdom. A 

seminary can further distance itself from self-obsessed language by focusing on the life-

giving and challenging role of relationships and community in an educational experience.  

                                                        
58 James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2009), 82. 
59 Williams, Consuming Higher Education, 4. 
60 Kimberly M. Judson and Steven A. Taylor, “Moving from Marketization to Marketing of Higher Education: 
The Co-Creation of Value in Higher Education,” Higher Education Studies 4, no. 1 (February 2014): 52. 
61 Maringe and Gibbs, Marketing Higher Education, 13. 
62 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Charles A. Anderson and Michael J. Sleasman, eds., Everyday Theology: How to  
Read Cultural Texts and Interpret Trends (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 51. 
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A natural consequence of a customer service orientation is that universities tend to pay 

special attention to metrics of student satisfaction. However, it is important to note that the 

ideas of “the customer is always right” and customers as mere passive recipients of services, 

who institutions need to appease, are no longer valid, though they tend to form the basis of 

much objection to the student-as-customer model.63 Scott McKain, a customer service 

consultant, points out that students, and customers in general, expect more than satisfactory 

customer service – they want a compelling experience.64 “Compelling experience” seems to 

be a good descriptor of what the seminaries I studied are trying to communicate through their 

websites, even if they tend to rely on student-as-customer language. The distinction between 

customer satisfaction and compelling experience is an important one that has the potential to 

positively shape how theological schools interact with prospective and current students. A 

prospective or current student in search of a compelling experience may be searching for 

such an experience based on a self-centered need for novelty and gratification, but that 

person may very likely be open to the possibility of challenge, growth, and change that such 

an experience can provide. Challenge, growth, and change are integral to personal spiritual 

formation, something that ought to be part of the seminary student experience right from the 

very point of inquiry.   

Given my current role as Associate Director of Enrolment within a unique consortium of 

Canadian evangelical Protestant graduate theological institutions, I am seeking to develop a 

person-centered admissions approach that resonates with evangelical Protestant emphases on 

spiritual formation. In conducting my research, I intend to discover ways in which such an 

                                                        
63 Melodi Guilbault, “Students as Customers in Higher Education: Reframing the Debate,” Journal of 
Marketing for Higher Education 26, no. 2 (March 2016): 133. 
64 Scott McKain, What Customers Really Want: How to Bridge the Gap Between What Your Organization 
Offers and What Your Clients Crave (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2005), 1-32. 
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approach could augment or correct aspects of the “student as customer” marketing paradigm 

prevalent in higher education discourse, allowing evangelical Protestant graduate theological 

institutions to find greater consistency between their theological convictions and their 

marketing and enrolment strategies. Relying on a synthesis of the best aspects of both a 

customer-focused and a spiritual formation approach could provide enrolment advisors with 

a unique opportunity to employ recognized spiritual care65 practices confidently and 

competently in their enrolment discernment conversations with prospective students.  

 

D. Research Question66 

Given these background considerations, my research question is “Does incorporating 

recognized spiritual care practices into discernment conversations with prospective seminary 

students67 increase the likelihood that research participants describe the conversations as 

being helpful in deciding whether or not to enrol in seminary?” I hypothesize that the 

experimental group of applicants will report meaningfully higher rates of satisfaction with 

their enrolment experience and will describe it as more helpful for determining their 

enrolment in seminary, compared to the baseline group. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
65 See pgs. 43-44 for a definition of spiritual care.   
66 Special thanks to Dr. Amanda Morgan for assistance with this section as well as the section on research 
methodology. 
67 By “prospective students,” I mean people at all stages of the admissions funnel. As such, baseline and 
experimental groups will include both those who chose to enrol and those who chose not to pursue an enrolment 
process. 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

A. Biblical Foundation 

This section investigates biblical texts relating to God’s presence. Understanding God’s 

drive toward self-revelation and the mediated manner in which this often occurs, allows for 

seminary admissions personnel to envision themselves in their role as caring representatives 

of God, and to go about their work with the definite possibility in mind that prospective 

students can hear from and experience God. 

The early chapters of Genesis must be the starting point for understanding the caring work 

of God as the basis for empathetic interaction between persons made in God’s image. 

Humanity enters the created order in Genesis 1:26, when God declares: “Let us make 

humankind in our image, according to our likeness.” This passage affirms that God is the 

creator. Nothing else in the Genesis passage, nor anywhere else in Scripture, makes any 

sense without reference to this fundamental claim. Pastoral theologian Leroy Howe 

succinctly states: “both what we are (namely, our essence) and that we are at all (our 

existence) point to a source beyond ourselves.”68 Furthermore, God has created some 

correspondence between God and humans, such that theologian Donald Bloesch is able to 

assert that “the latter reflects the glory, goodness, and wisdom of the former.”69 The creation 

account stresses the goodness of what God has made (Genesis 1:31 declares humans to be 

“very good”); the special relationship that God has with human beings as creatures uniquely 

created in God’s image; and God’s desire for humanity to live in responsive, dialogical 

                                                        
68 Leroy T. Howe, The Image of God: A Theology for Pastoral Care and Counseling (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1995), 64, 
69 Donald G. Bloesch, Jesus Christ: Saviour and Lord, Christian Foundations (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 1997), 26. 
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relationship with God.70 Though some theologians such as Martin Luther claim the image of 

God no longer exists within fallen humanity,71 this project assumes that “mankind remains 

the image of God, inviolable and responsible, but has become a contradictory image, one 

might say a caricature, a witness against himself.”72 According to Irenaeus, all humans 

maintain the image of God, but the likeness of God is something into which a person must 

mature within the context of a restored relationship with God through Jesus Christ.73    

The capacity for reason is one prominent way humans reflect God’s image.74 God’s use of 

“we” and “let us make” in Genesis 1:26 denotes a distinction that exists in God’s mind 

between God as subject and God as object: God can think about God and deliberate about 

various possible actions.75 The same capacity for self-conscious, rational thought is also 

present in humans. This conviction about the human capacity for reasoned thought 

undergirds my seminary admissions practice. Reason being a special endowment of God, 

humans should feel free to make full use of it to navigate life and make the best decisions 

possible. I assume my discernment conversations with prospective students will include a 

reasoned assessment of the information I provide, as well as possible options for moving 

forward.  

It is helpful to consider a distinction between being made in the image of God, and being 

made as an image of God.76 To be made in the image of God means some manner of 

                                                        
70 Eugene H. Merrill, Everlasting Dominion: A Theology of the Old Testament (Nashville: B&H, 2006), 148ff. 
71 Brian Cooper, “Being Human – In the Image of God,” lecture at ACTS Seminaries, Langley, BC, September 
20, 2018. Luther considered the image of God as consisting in original righteousness, and therefore as 
something entirely lost in the Fall. See also Howe, The Image of God, 56. 
72 Henri Blocher, In the Beginning: The Opening Chapters of Genesis (Leicester/Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 1984), 94. 
73 Howe, The Image of God, 53-56. Cf. Col. 3:9-10. 
74 See Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the Imago Dei  
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 143-61 for a more thorough discussion. 
75 Blocher, In the Beginning, 84. 
76 Blocher, In the Beginning, 85. 
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correspondence. To be made as an image of God is to suggest not merely resemblance, but 

representation. In the Ancient Near East, the image of a deity was located in a temple or 

other sacred space dedicated to that deity, which people understood to mean that the deity, in 

some tangible sense, dwelt in that place.77 The image mediated the presence of the deity, so 

to show honour to an image of the god was to show honour to the deity itself. By extension, 

to honour, love and serve other human beings who stand as images and representatives of the 

God of the Bible, is to love and serve God.78 This helps makes sense of what Jesus said: 

“Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, 

you did for me” (Mt. 25:40).  

In each interaction that my role at ACTS Seminaries affords me, I have the opportunity to 

encounter God’s presence in the other, and to experience “joyful existence with fellow 

human[s...] as creature[s] of the triune God’s eternal will,”79 each of whom I ought to treat 

with an equal amount of care and respect, no matter their background or qualifications or the 

ease of relationship that I experience with them. I am aware of the way in which I can serve 

as a representative of God to that person in the moment they are searching for direction from 

God about next steps and are keen to hear God’s voice. I do this because God has entrusted 

me with my current role, and therefore I serve under God’s authority, with God’s equipping 

and blessing, and with a sense that I am therefore accountable to God in how I carry out 

God’s ministry.  

                                                        
77 Rob Hiebert, “Who is the Creator God?” lecture at ACTS Seminaries, Langley, BC, September 11, 2017. 
78 Blocher, In the Beginning, 86. 
79 Ross Hastings, “Karl Barth: Human Identity and the Freedom of God in Christ,” in Sources of the Christian 
Self: A Cultural History of Christian Identity, edited by James M. Houston and Jens Zimmermann (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 593. 



  

17  

The Genesis narrative goes on to describe the functional reality that springs from the 

ontological reality of the divine image in humanity.80 Genesis 1:26 reveals that God has 

created humankind for the purpose of having “dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the 

birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every 

creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” God’s intention was that humankind should “till 

and keep” the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:15). God gave humanity the image of God, which 

equipped them to work toward God’s mission in the world.81 In imitation of the Creator God, 

and in utter reliance on God’s original power and authority,82 human beings take the raw 

materials of nature and “make something of the world,”83 shaping it in God-honouring 

ways.84 It is unsurprising, then, that prospective students frequently speak to the desire to be 

of service to God and useful in the world.85 

Both the ontological and the functional elements of the imago Dei are intertwined with the 

reality of a God whose essence is a relationship of Father, Son, and Spirit, who actually 

receive their personhood from being in relationship with each other.86 Intrinsic to the image 

of God in humanity is the capacity to respond to and be in relationship with such a God.87 In 

human terms, too, “relationships constitute human nature: being human is being with 

others,”88 for, as pastoral counsellor James Ashbrook writes: “None of us is a person until we 

                                                        
80 Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self, 196-97. 
81 Guy Saffold, “Created to Lead,” lecture at ACTS Seminaries, Langley, BC, September 12, 2017. 
82 Blocher, In the Beginning, 82. 
83 Andy Crouch, Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2009), 
23. 
84 Crouch, Culture Making, 23.  
85 See pg. 98. The Association of Theological Schools (ATS) makes available to its member schools several 
students surveys, including the Entering Student Questionnaire (ESQ). The ESQ asks incoming students their 
reasons for pursuing seminary studies. It would be interesting to see similarities and differences between ESQ 
data and prospective student responses collected for this project. Currently, ACTS does not distribute the ESQ.  
86 Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self, 51-53. 
87 Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self, 196. 
88 Howe, The Image of God, 37. 
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have been called forth by the responsiveness of others.”89 In my interactions with a 

prospective student, I can have confidence I am a member of the community they need to 

rely upon as they go through their discernment process. I become a fellow worker with them 

as they seek the resources they need to carry out the mission which they sense God has 

entrusted to them.  

The themes of divine image and service continue throughout Scripture. Anabaptist biblical 

theologian Elmer Martens reminds his readers that “God gives himself to be known, either in 

theophany [...] or through events such as the Exodus,” creating the possibility for human 

beings to enter into “a relationship [with God] arising out of experience.”90 The result of 

encounters between the human and divine realms is people’s transformed engagement with 

the world, with those who experience theophany frequently taking on a prophetic role.91 For 

example, God, immediately prior to appearing before all Israel at Mount Sinai with thunder, 

lightning, and smoke (Ex. 19:16-20), tells Moses that the people of Israel are to be a kingdom 

of priests and a holy nation (Ex. 19:6). From then on, the people of Israel, were to be 

“mediators of God’s grace to the nations of the earth[,..] agents chosen by God to minister to 

the needs of the nations.”92  

                                                        
89 James B. Ashbrook, Minding the Soul: Pastoral Counselling as Remembering (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1996), 3. 
90 Elmer A. Martens, God’s Design: A Focus on Old Testament Theology, 3rd ed. (North Richland Hills, TX: 
Bibal Press, 1998), 93. 
91 George W. Savran, Encountering the Divine: Theophany in Biblical Narrative, Journal for the Study of the 
Old Testament Supplement Series, no. 420, edited by Claudia V. Camp and Andrew Mein (London: T&T 
Clark, 2005), 23. 
92 Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., The Promise-Plan of God: A Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 76. See also Merrill, Everlasting Dominion, 128. 
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God’s episodes of self-revelation in the Old Testament set the stage for the possibility of 

the Incarnation.93 John 1:14, in using the world 

dwell) in reference to Jesus’ incarnation, recalls the manifestations of God’s glorious 

presence in the Tabernacle and the Temple94 (Ex. 40:34-35, 1 Ki. 8:11). In Old Testament 

theophany stories, manifestations of glory are linked with divine presence, which connotation 

Paul relies on in his use of the term “glory” in the book of Romans,95 specifically with 

reference to Christ’s glory: “Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-

heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his 

glory” (Romans 8:17). The New Testament, using these associations between God’s presence 

and glory in the Old Testament and the appearance and the ministry of Jesus, makes the 

radical claim that “the incarnation and the Resurrection as objective realities are the means of 

God’s self-communication, […] together supply[ing] the basic framework within which 

God’s relations with us in space and time can be understood.”96 In his writings, Origen of 

Alexandria argues that because the glory of God is too great for humans to bear, God needs 

an intermediary.97 Jesus, as both a witness to God and a mediator between God and 

humankind, came as the fulfillment of Old Testament theophanies.98 It is no coincidence that 

the key events in the life of Jesus take place on mountains (the Beatitudes, the 

                                                        
93 J. Andrew Dearman, “Theophany, Anthropomorphism, and the Imago Dei,” in The Incarnation: An 
Interdisciplinary Symposium on the Incarnation of the Son of God, edited by Stephen T. Davis, Daniel Kendall, 
and Geraldo O’Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 41-46. 
94 Alan Segal, “The Jewish Milieu,” in The Incarnation, 137. 
95 Paul C. Newman, “Paul on God and Glory,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 47, no. 3 (Fall 2020): 311. 
96 Paul D. Molnar, Incarnation and Resurrection: Toward a Contemporary Understanding (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2007), 110-11. 
97 Robin M. Jensen, “Theophany and the Invisible God,” in God in Early Christian Thought: Essays in Memory 
of Lloyd G. Patterson, edited by Andrew McGowan, Brian Daley and Timothy Gaden (Leiden: Brill: 2009), 
283. 
98 Kaiser, The Promise-Plan of God, 349. Cf. 1 Tim 2:5-6. The Prophets of the Old Testament and John the 
Baptist are other examples of God’s self-expression through chosen mediators.  
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Transfiguration, and the Crucifixion),99 which harkens back to, yet surpasses, the self-

revelation of God on Sinai.  

The themes of God’s self-revelation, presence, mediation, and the resulting human 

response in service, all point to God’s desire to bring people into relationship with God and 

into conformity with God’s purposes in the world. As such, these themes must undergird care 

encounters. The caring person can have the confidence that God is a God who seeks to be in 

relationship with humanity, and is present and active with humanity on an ongoing basis. A 

caring encounter presupposes that God can be known and is already at work. People may 

experience God’s presence directly, but perhaps more often, others’ expressions of care 

become expressions of care from God, because people are made in God’s image.100 Such 

encounters between humans and God have the very possibility of moving people into deeper 

relationship and service to God. 

 

B. Theological Foundation 
 
i. The Nature and Role of Theology 
 

There is a stream of thought prevalent in spiritual care literature (especially work based in 

secular or interfaith contexts), that encourages care providers to adopt a ‘neutral’ disposition 

toward doctrine. This neutral disposition typically emerges from the fusion of spiritual care 

practice with client-centered therapeutic processes, which exalts personal agency and 

individual narrative. A slightly less assertive version of this neutrality is what Roland Carroll 

                                                        
99 Jeffrey J. Niehaus, God at Sinai: Covenant and Theophany in the Bible and Ancient Near East. Studies in Old 
Testament Biblical Theology, edited by William VanGemeren and Tremper Longman III (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1995), 334-340. 
100 Howe, The Image of God, 90. In my estimation, the author pushes his thinking too far in speculating that an 
encounter with the face of a caring person is a de facto encounter with the face of God. 
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favours, based on his experience in spiritual direction. Carroll writes that a caring person’s 

own theological convictions should appropriately move toward the horizon, in order to allow 

for an encounter with God that respects the other’s doctrinal context.101 The author seems to 

suggest that a concern for doctrine and a stance of being open to listening to the Holy Spirit 

are difficult to maintain at the same time.102 Confusingly, he also affirms that it is impossible 

for any caregiver to completely step outside of, or obscure, their own doctrinal context,103 

and in fact insists that doctrine has a specific role in the spiritual care encounter itself.104 

When drawing on the work of Mark McIntosh regarding the integration between spirituality 

and theology, Carroll is very clear to distance himself from “a lazy pluralism that sees no 

significant differences between religions105 and therefore has little use for doctrine. This is 

closely bound up with the privatization of religious claims and the consumerist approach to 

spirituality.”106 An example of what Carroll opposes comes from the writing of chaplain and 

pastoral theologian Tim Eberhardt. Eberhardt asks his readers to “trust the story to write 

itself upon the heart. To artificially manipulate and articulate a meaning for another does not 

maintain the story's integrity”107 Though Eberhardt pushes this line of thinking way too far, it 

is essential that a caring person have “a basic self-understanding, so as to limit unconscious 

imposition of one's own agenda on others.”108 A caring person taking the time to understand 

                                                        
101 Roland William Carroll, “The Doctrinal Context of Spiritual Direction,” Sewanee Theological Review 46, 
no. 1 (Christmas 2002): 96. 
102 Carroll, “The Doctrinal Context of Spiritual Direction,” 96. 
103 Carroll, “The Doctrinal Context of Spiritual Direction,” 95. 
104 Carroll, “The Doctrinal Context of Spiritual Direction,” 98-99. 
105 Or, in my context, religious traditions/denominations. 
106 Carroll, “The Doctrinal Context of Spiritual Direction.” 100. 
107 Tim Eberhardt, “Storytelling and Pastoral Care,” The Journal of Pastoral Care 50, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 29. 
108 Perry N. Miller, Raymond J. Lawrence, Jr, and Robert C. Powell, “Discrete Varieties of Care in the Clinical 
Pastoral Tradition: Continuing the Dialogue,” The Journal of Pastoral Care & Counseling 57, no. 2 (Summer 
2003): 113. 
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and mitigate the effect of their biases in a caring encounter demonstrates an ethical respect 

for the other person’s convictions and sense of self.109 

Nancy Ault, lecturer in pastoral theology, also rejects the lazy pluralism that is at heart a 

result of the contemporary rupture between theology and spirituality, which she traces back 

to the separation between an increasingly academic and institutionalized expression of 

theology and the daily lived experience of those in relationship with God.110 The author is 

more comfortable than Carroll in asserting that without doctrinal context, ‘spirituality’ can 

mean anything and nothing. For Ault, also drawing on the work of Mark McIntosh, 

spirituality must remain within the traditional categories of the life of the Spirit of God at 

work within an individual and lived out within a community of faith and practice, i.e. 

church.111 The act of listening to God, being transformed by God, and living out the life of 

God, cannot happen other than within a theological framework that provides cues for 

interpreting experience.112 Moreover, the process of theological reflection itself creates 

opportunities to critically evaluate experiences and possible decisions, creating a dialogue 

between theology and experience: “The art of theological reflection is one of asking 

appropriate and useful questions […] that can confirm or challenge the discrepancy between 

a professed theology and an operative theology.”113 

A commitment to a particular worldview or theological understanding does not mean that 

such a construct must be firm and unmoving in the mind of the caring person. In fact, 
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“pastoral [i.e. spiritual] conversations incorporate a respectful attitude of ‘not knowing’ that 

attempts to set aside the pre-conceived ideas and pre-judgments of any person, or problem, or 

worldview so that the caregiver might truly be present and listen.”114 One’s commitment 

need not be imperiled, but one can, through discipline, set aside the need to defend it, in 

order to more fully listen and understand. In fact, in doing so, the caring person becomes a 

model for the other person to do likewise, opening themselves up to the possibility of 

discovering and relinquishing a problematic narrative or conviction: “Pastoral conversations 

invite those who receive care into a true forgetting, forgetting their intellectual constructions 

of self and life, forgetting the negative self-talk, guilt and pain.”115 It is disingenuous to 

suggest that a worldview by itself corrupts and creates a closed-off mind that cannot listen; 

rather it is the need to defend and excuse that worldview that can create a non-listening heart.  

I believe Jamie Beachy’s concept of “othering” offers a more helpful model of the role of 

theology in a caring conversation. Her essay rejects a Christian theological anthropology 

with roots in Enlightenment rationality that attempts to create a totalizing system that 

collapses difference and otherness.116 In response, she proposes an idea of “creative 

interruption” based on the work of French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, which “requires 

an essential respect for the other’s alterity, an openness to the interruption of the saying into 

the world of the said.”117 That is, the caregiver must be humble to receive new words into his 

or her current system of belief. Basically, instead of conceptualizing an encounter as two 

different, cohesive worldviews interacting under the supposed auspices of the one True 

                                                        
114 Thomas E. Rodgerson, “Apophatic Attending: An Essential for Pastoral Diagnosis,” The Journal of Pastoral 
Care & Counseling 66, no. 1 (Spring 2012): 5. 
115 Rodgerson, “Apophatic Attending,” 5. 
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117 Beachy, “An Exploration of Spiritual Care as Creative Interruption,” 2. 
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Theological System, Beachy simply imagines two evolving and incomplete people sharing 

their difference, a difference that ought not to be collapsed or corrected. 

If doctrine is a codified expression of God’s self-revelation, then doctrine becomes a set of 

normative assumptions for how God typically acts and therefore what humans should pay 

attention to. In my ministry context, theology and doctrine are necessary and appropriate 

resources for challenging a view of God that is unbiblical or encouraging repentance of sin 

that blocks growth.118 Now, the nuances of doctrine are up for debate in an encounter 

between diverse traditions, which is the reality in ACTS Seminaries’ inter-denominational 

consortium arrangement. Therefore, it is important for admissions personnel to be mindful of 

their own theological understandings and how to articulate those to prospective students 

while still giving those prospective students control over how they choose to shape their own 

narratives and theological convictions.  

 
ii. Theological Orientations 
 

Given my assertion that theology has a specific and important role in a spiritual care 

encounter, it is important to consider which specific theological emphases are most useful 

and appropriate. 

First, the reality of the Trinity must serve as the fundamental orientation for Christian 

spiritual care. I would argue that, because the concept of the Trinity is intrinsic to the very 

life and nature of God, who is the begetter and sustainer of the created order, this should 

indeed be the foundational consideration from which all aspects of theological reflection and 

doctrine derive. Trinitarian theology is all about an emphasis on the unity and individuation 

of the Trinity. Professor of practical theology, Neil Pembroke, relies heavily on the theology                                                         
118 Carroll, “The Doctrinal Context of Spiritual Direction,” 106. 
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of Martin Buber’s “I-Thou” encounter, using it as a picture of how appropriate pastoral care 

manages interpersonal space through moving between drawing close and creating appropriate 

distance.119 The caring person and care recipient draw together in “empathetic attunement” 

and then separate as they come into conflict120 in order to bring forth God-given potential.121 

I agree with Pembroke’s notion that God models how two people can draw close, but given 

the persons of the Trinity cannot be in conflict, it seems to me the separation between two 

individuals is rooted rather in the necessity to respect and preserve distinctions between 

people. 

Edward Vacek, a Jesuit priest, conceptualizes the Trinity as dynamic relationality rooted 

in love. Vacek is careful to distinguish the love that people experience in the God-human 

encounter as distinct from both eros love (self-actualization that makes humanity the focal 

point and chief actor in creation) and agape love (self-sacrifice to God’s unbending and pre-

determined will that leaves precious little for humans to do but obey).122 Instead, Vacek 

proposes a philia love that focuses on the love relationship itself as the matrix of Christian 

discernment, within which both God and humans play their mutually-beneficial parts, each 

contributing to the discernment process.123 This indwelling and constant mutuality means 

people are always walking in a way of wisdom and discernment,124 in order not to simply 

discover what God has already and independently decided, but to co-author with God a 

                                                        
119 Neil F. Pembroke, “Space in the Trinity and in Pastoral Care,” The Journal of Pastoral Care & Counseling 
65, no. 2 (Summer 2011): 1. 
120 Pembroke, “Space in the Trinity and in Pastoral Care,” 4. 
121 Pembroke, “Space in the Trinity and in Pastoral Care,” 5. 
122 Edward Collins Vacek, “Discernment within a Mutual Love Relationship with God: A New Theological 
Foundation,” Theological Studies 74, no. 3 (September 2013): 697-99. 
123 Vacek, “Discernment within a Mutual Love Relationship with God,” 698-99. 
124 Vacek, “Discernment within a Mutual Love Relationship with God,” 700. 



  

26  

flourishing future.125 Therapist Jung Eun Jang writes in a similar vein about the power of a 

God-human relational dynamic, asserting that one could view God as a persuasive being 

engaged in interactive play with human beings.126 

Second, a caring encounter ought to presume the presence and activity of God in the life 

of all people (both believer and non-believer) and the world. God is accessible in relationship 

with any human being who wants to discover God, and God is always at work in a person’s 

life, whether they realize it or not. The assumption that God has already actively been 

priming a person to enter a season of discernment and growth, is one that must undergird any 

spiritual care conversation.127 Without this conviction, any conversation would be 

meaningless because the caring person would move from being a guide and companion on a 

journey toward God, to being a teacher who tells people what to do because one cannot trust 

God to act or speak. 

Third, this project reflects a conviction that humans serve as co-creators with God in the 

world, continuing, albeit imperfectly, the work of God in their human ministries.128 David 

Lonsdale, a teacher of Christian spirituality, affirms that “one of the fundamental theological 

factors that shapes Christian spiritual guidance is the belief that a God of unconditional love 

invites us, individually and collectively, to live and to act in partnership with God and with 

one another to bring about the reign of God."129 As such, the main work of a caring 
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encounter is to “hone one’s necessarily vague sense and knowledge of God, in order to 

explore the realm of God’s actions in [one’s life] and how God wants [a person] to take part 

in the world.”130 

Fourth and finally, spiritual guidance is also rooted in a community of faith131 that both 

starts and continues a process of discernment outside of an interaction with an enrolment 

advisor and provides the doctrinal and theological context that inform that encounter. Israel 

Galindo, based on his experience as a spiritual director, notes that good spiritual direction 

practice always encourages accessing the resources within the body of Christ.132 Practical 

theologian Pamela Couture affirms that “postmodern pastoral care will be challenged to 

reemphasize the role […] of committed religious communities and their narratives and rituals 

as a defense against the loss of certainty in the postmodern age.”133 Admissions personnel, as 

much as they attempt to build relationships with prospective students, must recognize that 

such relationships do not have the depth of years that a prospective students’ other 

relationships do. Admissions personnel can be only one member of a team that assists in the 

meaning-making and guidance process during a season of discernment. 

 

C. Theoretical Foundations and Review of Literature 
 
i. Psychology and Decision-Making 

Nearly “every second of every day, we are choosing[....H]uman existence is defined 
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by the choices people make.”134 Some choices are inconsequential, while others 

profoundly alter one’s life, such as decisions regarding education – not only whether to 

attend, but where and when and what program. Both conscious and nonconscious 

psychological processes have a huge bearing on these decisions. While conscious 

processes are easier to identify and work with, “at the very heart of rational choice [...], 

in strategic interaction, we should be prepared for actions that are influenced by 

nonconscious mental operations.”135 Enrolment personnel who understand 

nonconscious psychological processes can “properly take [them] into account [...so as 

to] come up with different, more adequate interventions.”136 Such interventions in my 

context are best practices for guiding conversations about discernment and decision-

making related to seminary enrolment.  

Cognitive processes effecting decision-making fall into two important categories: 

cognitive biases (subjective interpretations of external realities that lead to predictable errors 

in logical processing) and choice heuristics (the mental models people use as short-hand for 

an exhaustive decision-making process). I cover several of both kinds of cognitive processes 

below and assess their usefulness for formulating best practices in recruitment and 

admissions. 

Anchoring is the tendency for a person to rely heavily on the first piece of information 

they encounter about a topic as the basis against which to gauge future data.137 Therefore, the 
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32; and Schwarz, The Paradox of Choice, 61-63. 
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anchoring bias is especially pronounced when a person has very little prior information about 

a situation and thus no basis for comparing data. Therefore, selecting the kind of information 

people first experience or perceive can have a dramatic impact on their judgment of the 

reasonableness or reliability of future data.  

For example, financial considerations significantly impact how a prospective student 

judges the feasibility of study. My assessment, based on personal experience with 

prospective students, is that it is better to open a conversation with the total cost of a program 

and then move on to discuss what the monthly cost will be. I believe the anchoring 

phenomenon can explain why this is a useful approach: relative to the larger initial cost of the 

full program, the smaller monthly cost can seem much less intimidating. While a prospective 

student still needs to contend with the feasibility of monthly figures, presenting the numbers 

in this way can remove one possible perceived obstacle to enrolment.  

Anchoring is a more narrowly focused aspect of a broader phenomenon known as 

framing. The framing bias means that “information presented in different forms can lead to 

different decisions.”138 The person framing a conversation can include or exclude certain 

data, use different visual elements, or employ different language. For example, people will 

generally eat less food when given smaller plates, because the frame (in this case the size of 

the plate) determines what seems reasonable within the context of that frame.  

Priming is using one’s most recent experiences as a filter for how to understand and 

assimilate new information.139 In particular, one’s present mood determines how one will 

react to various circumstances on different days.140  

                                                        
138 Medin and Ross, Cognitive Psychology, 400. See also Schwarz, The Paradox of Choice, 63-73. 
139 Kunda, Social Cognition, 22. 
140 Kunda, Social Cognition, 249. 
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Framing and priming are particularly crucial in helping people overcome their default 

tendency to steer away from risk and sacrifice. Seminary admissions personnel can reframe 

situations to highlight potential gains rather than losses.141 Humans are naturally risk averse, 

especially when no sufficiently compelling rationale for the riskier option presents itself.142 It 

seems to me the task of the enrolment advisor is to determine, based on what the advisor 

knows of the prospective student, what would be the most compelling rationale to that 

individual for considering seminary. A compelling rationale will incorporate expectations, 

hopes, and past experiences, which can all serve as frames143 that limit, direct, or influence 

choices. This is one of the main reasons enrolment advisors do well to get to know 

prospective students and hear their stories.  

Concreteness bias bestows more importance on the more concrete and vivid at the expense 

of the ambiguous or undefined.144 The present (or sometimes the past) is much more vivid 

than the future; therefore, a vision of what a person may hypothetically stand to gain in the 

future, especially if it involves a concrete loss in the present, is a hard sell. The concreteness 

bias can also influence financial decisions. Although a smaller monthly payment is much less 

than the overall program cost, that payment is in the future, whereas at present the money is 

still in a prospective student’s pocket. The more concrete scenario is having the money, and 

the less concrete scenario is spending that money for some future personal growth or 

potential employment opportunity. In this circumstance, it can be helpful for seminary 

enrolment personnel to do two things. First, they can compare the expected monthly cost to                                                         
141 Robyn A. LeBoeuf and Eldar B. Shafir, “Decision Making” in The Cambridge Handbook of Thinking and 
Reasoning, edited by Robert G. Morrison and Keith James Holyoak (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), 246. 
142 LeBoeuf and Shafir, “Decision Making,” 249. 
143 Schwarz, The Paradox of Choice, 184. 
144 Stephen J. Hoch, Howard Kunreuther and Robert E. Guenther, Wharton on Making Decisions (New York: 
Wiley, 2001), 46. 
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some known, concrete quantity, such as a car payment. With this comparison in mind, a 

prospective student can consider whether they would be willing to forego the benefit of that 

item. The choice still involves sacrifice, but concrete examples make it easier to evaluate the 

trade-off. Second, enrolment personnel can use imaginative language to speak in as vivid and 

tangible terms as possible about the future benefits of seminary education – whether it be 

salary growth, the joy of walking in obedience to God, spiritual growth, or the sense of 

satisfaction in serving God and others as effectively as possible. Seminary admissions 

personnel can also encourage prospective students to imagine the outcomes of various 

decisions, allowing less tangible but nonetheless emotionally significant issues to take their 

appropriate place in a discernment process.145 

Choice heuristics are simple mental rules and shortcuts for everyday decision-making. 

Choice heuristics make possible rapid decisions that may otherwise take a longer time if a 

person needed to consider every data point. Thus, choice heuristics are vital for enrolment 

advisors to understand as they help prospective students make decisions about their 

vocational and educational futures.   

The representativeness heuristic is “a tendency to make judgments by asking whether the 

event conforms to our preconceived ideas of it.”146 Any person would find any decision-

making process unfeasibly long and mentally taxing which did not have as a starting point 

some familiar reference point. However, the representativeness heuristic can short-circuit 

                                                        
145 Elizabeth Liebert, The Way of Discernment: Spiritual Practices for Decision-Making (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 98. 
146 Anthony F. Grasha, Practical Applications of Psychology, 4th ed. (New York: HarperCollins. 1995), 88. See 
also Medin and Ross, Cognitive Psychology, 410-11; Kunda, Social Cognition, 57; and Benjafield, Cognition, 
229-31. 
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decisions that could benefit from a longer thought process, especially those that include new 

and unfamiliar information. 

For example, in my conversations with prospective students they often speak about 

seminary as training for people who are planning to serve in vocational Christian ministry 

settings. If that is not them, they may dismiss the idea of seminary, although seminary 

education is not actually limited to would-be pastors and current church leaders. For this 

reason, it is vital for seminary enrolment personnel to determine quickly prospective 

students’ ideas about seminary and then affirm or challenge those ideas. If admissions 

personnel do not appropriately challenge an incorrect or incomplete representation in 

prospective student’s minds, prospective students will likely not notice contradictory data 

and opportunities for change.  

The availability heuristic is “a tendency to make decisions based upon what is most vivid, 

easily recalled, or otherwise available in our memory.”147 In other words, something a person 

has recently experienced, because it is easy to remember, will almost certainly change their 

decisions in the present.148 Frequent experiences may also serve as filters for decision-

making. Very vivid experiences,149 too, such as trauma, can unduly influence decision-

making.  

Given the availability heuristic draws on people’s most prominent, important, and vivid 

memories, it forms a kind of smokescreen that may obscure prospective student’s true values, 

ideas, and motivations. As such, much like with the related representativeness heuristic, 

                                                        
147 Grasha, Practical Applications of Psychology, 88. See also Medin and Ross, Cognitive Psychology, 409; 
Kunda, Social Cognition, 89-90; Benjafield, Cognition, 232; and Schwarz, The Paradox of Choice, 56-61. 
148 There is significant overlap between various heuristics and biases. For example, due to the effect of recent 
memories and experiences, the availability heuristic has similarities to priming. 
149 Recall the above discussion on the concreteness bias. 
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seminary enrolment personnel do well to seek in-depth conversations that go beyond 

prospective students’ first answers. The best reasons to pursue seminary may not be the first 

ones that come to mind, nor are the first objections necessarily the most important ones. 

It is vital for seminary admissions personnel to understand non-conscious psychological 

processes, because “reasons that come to mind are often fleeting, are limited to what is 

introspectively accessible, and are not necessarily those that guide, or ought to guide, [a] 

decision.”150 That is, the conscious thoughts that serve as the substance of conversations with 

prospective students have already been through an elaborate non-conscious process that 

heavily shapes them. All decision-making, whether conscious or non-conscious, takes place 

within the context of “bounded rationality; that is, rationality from the perspective of costs 

and computational limitations of decision makers.”151 Human brains are limited, but they are 

excellent at quickly assessing costs, risk, and rewards. Thus, the person who understands 

triggers for biases can predict both when and how they will manifest themselves, and thus 

how to work with them to help others in decision-making processes. Understanding biases 

and heuristics allows seminary enrolment personnel to fine tune their messages in order to 

make them as helpful as possible to prospective students. 

Nevertheless, it is important to discuss the possibility of manipulation. Admissions 

personnel can use their knowledge of biases and heuristics to pre-empt or minimize honest 

conversations with prospective students about affordability, program suitability, or academic 

and financial readiness, to the detriment of the prospective students. Having admissions 

personnel refrain from manipulation and exploitation is vital because “people tend to accept 

the provided frame and consider the problem as presented, failing to reframe it from alternate                                                         
150 LeBoeuf and Shafir, “Decision Making,” 246. 
151 Medin and Ross, Cognitive Psychology, 396. 
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perspectives.”152 Enroling in graduate education in particular is a big event, filled with 

potential change and a re-imagining of one’s future. At times of transition, uncertain people 

are more likely to be suggestible. Tactics of manipulation and obfuscation are clearly at odds 

with a Christian understanding of the value of interpersonal relationships, the importance of 

institutional fiduciary responsibility, and the truth-seeking role of education. 

In addition to being aware of biases and heuristics, it is also helpful for admissions 

personnel to have a general theory of how people make choices and changes take place. In 

their book Changing for Good, James Prochaska, John Norcross, and Carlo DiClemente 

propose a six-stage theory of change called the Transtheoretical Model.153 The stages are pre-

contemplation, contemplation, preparation, action, maintenance, and termination. Though the 

model specifically applies to behavioural changes (e.g. smoking cessation), it contains 

valuable insights for how people make decisions in general. Stages two through four are the 

most relevant to this project.  

Stage two: contemplation.154 At this stage, people are eager to talk about their situation, 

seeking empathy and assurance from others. This is the point at which people begin to 

imagine new possibilities and experience emotional arousal. The authors point out that 

already by the end of this early stage in a change process, people have done all the work 

necessary to actually arrive at a decision, though they are not mentally prepared yet to act on 

it. This is the stage at which I am most intensely involved with prospective students, yet their 

process of actualizing a decision is only just beginning at this point. Once they leave my 

                                                        
152 LeBoeuf and Shafir, “Decision Making,” 246. 
153 James O. Prochaska, John C. Norcross and Carlo C. DiClemente, Changing for Good: A Revolutionary Six-
Stage Program for Overcoming Bad Habits and Moving Your Life Positively Forward (New York: Quill, 2002), 
94. 
154 Prochaska, Norcross and DiClemente, Changing for Good, 109-44. 
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office or hang up the phone, there is much more work to be done. It is helpful for me to have 

a proper perspective on my work: I am there to support prospective students in decision-

making, but there is much in this stage that does not depend on me.  

Stage three: preparation.155 Though someone has already made a big decision, there are 

several other smaller decisions they need to make about how to move toward their goal. They 

also need to assess what sacrifices will make the ultimate decision possible. At this point, it is 

helpful for people to establish a timeline and let others around them know their aspirations 

and plans. As often as possible, I plan a specific date for a follow-up meeting with a 

prospective student, so they have in mind a timeline for making their decision. I also 

encourage prospective students to discuss their decision and plans with as many people as 

will listen, and to solicit their advice. 

Stage four: action.156 Once someone has made a decision, it is essential to get into a habit 

of reframing their thinking about their life (counterthinking). Once prospective students have 

applied, they can begin to think about the potential demands of student life, and reorganize 

things like time and finances to ensure they have the best chance of starting off well and 

succeeding in studies. 

 

ii. Spiritual Care and Admissions Practice 

Having established that focused, personal attention can be (indeed, should be) an integral 

part of seminary admissions conversations, I now move to an investigation of what specific 

practices are most applicable to those conversations.  

                                                        
155 Prochaska, Norcross and DiClemente, Changing for Good, 145-71. 
156 Prochaska, Norcross, and DiClemente, Changing for Good, 172-201. 
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First, it is necessary to define the two primary terms at the centre of the literature and this 

project: spirituality and discernment. 

 

a. SPIRITUALITY 

Lecturer in spirituality and religion, Lucy Bregman, points to a growing bifurcation 

between objective measures of spirituality (concrete acts of piety, devotion, and religious 

ritual) and subjective experiences of spirit in one’s interior world.157 In Europe and North 

America in particular, preference for a definition of spirituality firmly rooted in individual 

experience has predictably risen among the religiously unaffiliated who have sought meaning 

and connection outside the bounds of traditional beliefs and institutions.158 Thus, spirituality 

has become predominantly individualized, personalized, and invisible.159  

Against this background of attitudes towards spirituality, what definition is possible and 

appropriate? Pastoral theologian Stephen Pattison argues that, at the basic level of 

personhood, “one has an innate capacity to make and be largely shaped by relations […and] 

attachments.”160 Writer on pastoral care, Peter VanKatwyk, shares a belief in the importance 

of attachment for spirituality specifically, proposing that “the main aspect of spirituality is its 

concept of a connectedness between the ordinary and transcendent, and includes love, 

meaning, and the pursuit of something bigger than oneself.”161 For VanKatwyk, spirituality 

is about discovering one’s sacred place in the midst of relationships with God and others, 

                                                        
157 Lucy Bregman, “Defining Spirituality: Multiple Uses and Murky Meanings of an Incredibly Popular Term,” 
The Journal of Pastoral Care & Counseling 58, no. 3 (Fall 2004): 159. 
158 Bregman, “Defining Spirituality,” 162. 
159 Bregman, “Defining Spirituality,” 163-64. 
160 Stephen Pattison, “Spirituality and Spiritual Care Made Simple: A Suggestive, Normative and Essentialist 
Approach,” Practical Theology 3, no. 3 (December 2010): 354 
161 Peter L. VanKatwyk, “Pastoral Counseling as a Spiritual Practice: An Exercise in a Theology of 
Spirituality,” The Journal of Pastoral Care & Counseling 56, no. 2 (Summer 2002): 110. 
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which grow in the context of broader social systems and networks that help give those 

relationships meaning.162 For Reverend John Shea, to find one’s place in the midst of this 

dynamic web of relationality requires self-reflection, which Shea believes should move 

toward self-actualization.163 In Shea’s assessment, though spirituality is certainly not 

individualistic, the self is a dominant focus.  

Simon Lasair also keeps the self at the centre of his concept of spirituality, which he sees 

as “body, mind, spirit, and culture bound together in a unifying metaphysical vision 

experienced in time, through which people can pursue the good in life.”164 Lasair recognizes, 

as do both Van Katwyk and Pattison, that spirituality is rooted in the interface between the 

interior and exterior realities. However, Lasair in his writing moves spirituality toward an 

explicit telos. Where Lasair’s definition falls short is in omitting a declaration of what the 

“good in life” actually is and looks like. Joseph Driskill, a writer in the mainline Protestant 

tradition, does not specify exactly what that good life is, but narrows the focus from a general 

goodness down to morality. In his definition, spirituality is “concerned with lived experience 

of faith, the communities that shape that experience, the practices that sustain it, and the 

moral life that embodies it.”165 Notice Driskill specifically points out the communal and 

practice-oriented aspects of spirituality that are so vital to a proper Christian understanding.    

Thus, a working definition of spirituality suitable for this project is an experience, 

common to all humans, of being in dynamic relationship with God, self, and others, which 

                                                        
162 VanKatwyk, “Pastoral Counseling as a Spiritual Practice,” 112-13. 
163 John J. Shea, “Adult Faith, Pastoral Counseling, and Spiritual Direction,” The Journal of Pastoral Care 51, 
no. 3 (Fall 1997): 266-68. 
164 Simon Lasair, “What’s the Point of Spiritual Care? A Narrative Response,” Journal of Pastoral Care and 
Counselling 73, no. 2 (Spring 2019): 116. 
165 Joseph Driskill, “Mainline Protestant Spirituality,” in Fours View on Christian Spirituality, Counterpoints 
Bible and Theology Series, edited by Stanley N. Gundry and Bruce Demarest (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2012), 115. 



  

38  

becomes the guiding force for making sense of the world. Healthy spirituality provides the 

necessary momentum toward experiencing authentic and full humanness and expressing 

actions rooted in that maturity.  

Though this is not a definition of Christian spirituality per se, it does not articulate 

anything at odds with a Christian understanding. Some of the literature on spiritual care 

considers issues of spirituality from postmodern perspectives, and is often based in interfaith 

dialogue or faith traditions outside of Christianity. Having the broadest possible definition of 

spirituality allows me in my role to engage in conversations wherein I have the freedom to 

seek out and recognize authentic spiritual experience while not necessarily assuming 

another’s adherence to a full set of specific beliefs.  

 

b. DOMINANT THEMES IN EVANGELICAL PROTESTANT THEOLOGIES OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION 
 

It is important at this point to explore concepts of spiritual formation specific to the broad 

sweep of evangelical Protestant theology, in order to build a theological framework by which 

to judge the suitability of certain spiritual care practices for my ministry context. 

Evangelical Protestant theology revolves around several shared convictions; namely, the 

centrality of Christ, the truth and sufficiency of the Bible, the necessity of personal 

relationship with God, and the importance of living a life that pleases God. Nevertheless, 

there is a wide spectrum of belief on various other theological points. The most important of 

these differences is what various streams of evangelical Protestantism understand to be the 

place of individual agency in Christian spiritual formation. This issue in particular is 

important because recognizing the diversity of views helps me better understand the 

theological leanings of the denominationally-affiliated seminaries into which the admissions 
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office welcomes students, as well as the beliefs that prospective students bring to both their 

seminary studies and the enrolment discernment process itself. It is also essential for me to be 

attentive to how my own views of spiritual formation shape prospective students’ experience 

of the enrolment discernment process that I lead.  

I have chosen to use the term spiritual formation, as there is generally a greater affinity for 

the terms “spiritual formation” and “spirituality” and “spiritual care” within the literature I 

consulted. The term, as I use it here, is similar to, but not identical with, discipleship, the 

latter being a much more common phrase in evangelical Protestant parlance. Discipleship 

tends to be more focused on the will and deeds of the Christian as one who is actively 

following the Master, whereas, though spiritual formation certainly allows for the things that 

Christians might do to form themselves, it tends to engender openness to what it means to be 

formed by God from without. The significance of this distinction will become evident. 

Evangelical writer Evan B. Howard defines a specifically Christian spiritual formation as 

follows: “a Spirit- and human-led process by which individuals and communities mature in 

relationship with the Christian God (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) and are changed into ever-

greater likeness to the life and Gospel of this God.”166 In this definition, Howard clarifies that 

spiritual formation is a process, which not all theological traditions emphasize as readily. 

Furthermore, he points to a process that is both human- and Spirit-led, the exact interplay of 

these two parties being a significant point of contention between various evangelical 

Protestant theological streams. In Howard’s own estimation, the Christian’s role is to “see 

with the eyes of faith and to act – even aggressively – into that sight.”167 

                                                        
166 Evan B. Howard, A Guide to Christian Spiritual Formation: How Scripture, Spirit, Community, and Mission 
Shape Our Souls (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2018), 18. Emphasis mine. 
167 Howard, A Guide to Christian Spiritual Formation, 75. 
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On the question of the place of individual agency in the spiritual formation process, there 

are four broad camps in evangelical theology: Reformed, Conservative,168 Pentecostal, and 

Anabaptist. By representing thinking on this issue within the parameters of these four broad 

categories, I am not proposing a definitive scheme. Given the brief nature of this project and 

my pragmatic focus, I find these distinctions a useful approximation of a complex topic. 

Furthermore, it would be simplistic to suggest that even within these historical theological 

streams there is agreement on all matters of theology and spirituality. 

The Reformed movement draws more on Lutheran theology than the other streams. Luther 

rejected medieval Catholic piety that emphasized the possibility of spiritual effort toward 

good works, as he apparently found it extremely difficult to conceive of a way to hold 

together both the unmerited, sovereign grace of God and the willing response and action of 

an individual to God that did not obscure the all-sufficient work of Christ.169 In many places 

in his writings, Luther seemed determined to regard all endeavor toward spiritual maturity as 

belonging to the flesh.170 As a result, “there is in Luther an element of passivity according to 

which he appears to envisage the natural unfolding of goodness in the man who is justified 

by faith.”171 Yet elsewhere Luther did not teach his followers to resign themselves to the 

mire of sin; rather, he saw the Christian life as a continued, serious struggle against sin.172 

These two emphases simply run in parallel, with little coherent or sustained effort on 

Luther’s part to resolve the tension. John Calvin resolved this tension in his own thinking by 

                                                        
168 This is an inexact label, as it is possible for various traditions and churches to be conservative. Other labels 
might be “fundamentalist,” “non-denominational,” or “generic” but these terms have their own problems.  
169 Louis Bouyer, A History of Christian Spirituality, vol. III: Orthodox Spirituality and 
Protestant and Anglican Spirituality, translated by Barbara Wall (London: Burns & Oates, 1969), 66-67. 
170 Gordon Stanley Decker, “Luther’s Doctrines of Justification and Sanctification,” The Reformed Theological 
Review 26, no. 2 (Jan - Apr 1967): 67. 
171 Decker, “Luther’s Doctrines of Justification and Sanctification,” 66. See also Kirk R. MacGregor, A 
Molinist-Anabaptist Systematic Theology (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2007), 15. 
172 Decker, “Luther’s Doctrines of Justification and Sanctification,” 65. 
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eschewing the possibility of any human action not directly instigated by the sovereign action 

of God.173  

Conservative evangelicals are in agreement with the Reformed tradition in both their 

tendency toward legalism and their aversion to works-righteousness. As conservative 

preachers have observed since contemporary discussions about spiritual formation began in 

earnest in the late 1970s and early ‘80s, some practices “can seem more like character 

formation than formation in Christ and the Spirit, like a two-step process where salvation is 

what God does and formation is what we do.”174 For American conservatives, the spiritual 

growth process, so far as it matters, is assumed, just as long as people continue in their zeal 

to read the Bible, pray, evangelize, attend worship, and otherwise be religiously active.175 So 

long as the individual Christian does what God commands, God will give them grace to live 

and serve day-by-day as they await heaven.  

Pentecostal church traditions tend to share an emphasis on the primacy, power, and 

enduring efficacy of a conversion experience. Because these traditions stress “the Holy 

Spirit's role in empowering the believer instantaneously, the Spirit's slower, more gradual, 

and at times more subtle work, [is] eclipsed.”176 However, expectation of the miraculous 

does not diminish the expectation that God’s people will rigorously strive to put sin to death 

in the flesh. As for where Pentecostal theologians imagine the power for change to reside, 

“this tradition attempts to hold together an unwavering commitment to the power of Christ in 

                                                        
173 Howe, The Image of God, 58. See also MacGregor, A Molinist-Anabaptist Systematic Theology, 17. 
174 John Coe, “Spiritual Theology: A Theological-Experiential Methodology for Bridging the  
Sanctification Gap,” Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care 2, no. 2 (2009): 38. 
175 Coe, “Spiritual Theology,” 6. See also Howard, “Evangelical Spirituality,”170-74, 180-83. 
176 Matthew Green, “Evangelicalism’s Relationship with Spiritual Formation,” Grafted Life Ministries (blog), 
accessed January 7, 2019, https://www.graftedlife.org/articles/evangelicalisms-relationship-with-spiritual-
formation. 
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the life of the believer because of the believer’s union with Christ,”177 with the possibility of 

the believer partnering with God to expunge sin and live a victorious life. However, 

ultimately, victory at every stage and in every moment is a gift of God’s grace.178  

Anabaptism shares with Pentecostalism a commitment to holy living, but demonstrates 

more openness to synergistic understandings of spiritual formation. A level of comfort with 

certain aspects of pre-Reformation spiritual theology179 and practice made early Anabaptists 

more confident about affirming the ways in which “humans participated overtly in the 

[sanctification] process. Humans were free to respond to God's love and were able to choose 

whether to know God and do God's will.”180 In general, Anabaptism has been the most 

comfortable of the four theological traditions with the notion of grace-empowered human co-

operation in God’s sanctifying work in the life of the individual believer and in the world.181 

Furthermore, Anabaptist theologians see this sanctifying work as more incremental than 

some other traditions do: a journey of learned obedience182 moving people toward Christ-

likeness.  

Ultimately, Reformed teaching stands on one end of the question of the human contribution 

to the process of sanctification, and Anabaptism stands at the other: “Even while Anabaptists 

and Calvinists agree that the believer is justified solely through Christ's ‘merits,’ they 

differed on the degree of the human contribution in the concrete realization of the atonement 

                                                        
177 David Courey, “Victory, Perfectionism, Pentecostal Sanctification, and Luther’s Theology of the Cross,” 
Journal of Pentecostal Theology 22, no. 2 (Summer/Fall 2013): 264. 
178 Wesley D. Tracy, “Spiritual Direction in the Wesleyan-Holiness Movement,” Journal of Psychology & 
Theology 30, no. 4 (Winter 2002): 329. 
179 MacGregor, A Molinist-Anabaptist Systematic Theology, 63-86. MacGregor attempts a rapprochement 
between Anabaptist theology and the thinking of sixteenth-century Catholic philosophical theologian Luis de 
Molina. 
180 Gary Schmidt, “Early Anabaptist Spirituality: History and Response,” Direction 34, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 32. 
181 Sjouke Voolstra, “Free and Perfect: Justification and Sanctification in Anabaptist Perspective,” Conrad 
Grebel Review 5, no. 3 (Fall 1987): 225. 
182 Voolstra, “Free and Perfect,” 223. 
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in human life.”183 Anabaptists insist that “as human beings we certainly are involved in our 

spiritual formation, but our agency is always secondary to that of the Spirit who unites us to 

our risen Lord.”184 

The primary aim I have in mind in my enrolment conversations is to help people discern 

their calling in the Christian life and in their vocation, and subsequently whether seminary is 

a good place for them. In framing this conversation, I ask questions about prayer, seeking 

wisdom from others in a person’s community, serving according to gifts, and how God leads 

and directs. Depending on how a prospective student’s current church context, 

denominational heritage, and personal experiences lead them to understand the interplay 

between divine grace and human agency, I need to be prepared to clarify, explain, or reframe 

my questions. 

 

c. SPIRITUAL/PASTORAL CARE 

The definition of spirituality I have adopted in this project185 serves as a foundation on 

which to build a second definition: one for spiritual care. I do not believe spiritual care is 

“amorphous [and] impervious to definition,”186 as some writers have lamented. 

Most broadly, spiritual care is “interventions, individual or communal, that facilitate the 

ability to express the integration of the body, mind, and spirit to achieve wholeness, health, 

and sense of connection to self, others [and/or] a higher power.”187 In other words, spiritual 

                                                        
183 Voolstra, “Free and Perfect,” 225. 
184 Geordie W. Ziegler, “Is It Time for a Reformation of Spiritual Formation? Recovering Ontology,” Journal of 
Spiritual Formation & Soul Care 11, no. 1 (Spring 2018): 83. 
185 See pg. 37. 
186 Miller, Lawrence, and Powell, “Discrete Varieties of Care,” 112. 
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care facilitates the connections that are necessary for establishing meaning and purpose in 

life. I have adopted a definition of spirituality that is as broad as possible; however, because a 

caring person’s understanding of spiritual care directly effects the nature of their 

interventions, I deem a definition of spiritual care that lacks Christian specificity to be 

unsatisfactory in an evangelical Protestant seminary context and unhelpful for the purpose of 

this project. Would working from a definition of pastoral care be more appropriate instead? 

For the purpose of this project, a sample definition of pastoral care may be “helping acts 

done by representative Christian persons, directed toward the healing, sustaining, guiding, 

and reconciling of [...] persons whose troubles arise in the context of ultimate meaning and 

concern.”188 Guiding189 is a key function of care in enrolment discernment conversations. 

However, to what degree should admissions personnel serve as “representative Christian 

persons,” a label usually used in reference to clergy or chaplains? Indeed, pastoral care 

typically develops “within the socially contracted context of a religious or faith community 

[…and is exercised by] the community’s designated leader.”190 To what degree do 

prospective students come into enrolment discernment conversations with the expectation 

that admissions personnel will explicitly exercise a pastoral care role? To what degree do 

they see their experience in seminary as an extension of the church community?191 Given 

                                                        
188 Emmanuel Y. Lartey, In Living Colour: An Intercultural Approach to Pastoral Care and Counselling, 2nd 
ed. (London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2003), 21. Lartey references one of the first formalized definitions of 
pastoral care, dating back to 1967.  
189 Traditionally, the five basic functions of pastoral care have been: (1) Healing – restoration of wholeness or 
overcoming some present impairment, (2) Sustaining – helping someone to endure and transcend a present 
circumstance, (3) Guiding – assisting a person to discern appropriate action, (4) Reconciling – re-establishing 
broken relationships with God and others, and (5) Nurturing – helping people develop their full potential 
according to the gifts God has placed in them.  
190 Handzo, “The Process of Spiritual/Pastoral Care,” 24. 
191 This may be different for individuals who have been referred to seminary by representatives of their 
churches. Such prospective students may assume or expect a clearer partnership between church and seminary 
and more direct involvement from seminary staff in a discernment process about entering into graduate 
theological education. 
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graduate enrolment advisors work outside of a congregational context, wherein I believe the 

term pastoral care has the most genuine applicability, I prefer the term spiritual care, and so 

adopt it in this project, with the caveat that seminary admissions personnel draw on the 

resources of the Christian theological tradition and direct prospective students to develop and 

maintain relationships in Christian congregations.  

 

d. CHRISTIAN SPIRITUAL CARE AND PSYCHOLOGY 

The literature on both pastoral care and spiritual care is full of reflections on the 

integration of psychology and theology, with much disagreement between writers. Is 

psychology an incomplete picture, with theology articulating its fulfillment? Are the two 

overlapping disciplines that differ primarily at the level of terminology? Are they 

complementary? Opposed to one another? Do they make sense of each other’s 

inconsistencies?192 This debate has been going on since Paul Tillich, in his 1952 book The 

Courage to Be, advocated a rapprochement between theology and psychology. For decades, 

the American liberal tradition (relying on thinkers such as Seward Hiltner and Daniel Day 

Williams) dominated the conversation about integration. This line of thought, generally 

speaking, took its cues from Carl Roger’s non-directive193 therapy. Rogers understood 

human psychological issues as arising from incongruity between internal and external 

values.194 In this view, society pressures people into the sin of incongruence that sabotages 

                                                        
192 van Deusen Hunsinger, “An Interdisciplinary Map for Christian Counsellors,” in Care for the Soul: 
Exploring the Intersection of Psychology and Theology, edited by Mark R. McMinn and Timothy R. Phillips 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 219-20. The author very briefly summarizes the positions that 
various theologians and practitioners tend to take on this integration question. See also Howe, The Image of 
God, 91-92.  
193 Howard W. Stone, Theological Context for Pastoral Caregiving: Word in Deed (Binghampton, NY: 
Haworth Pastoral Press, 1996), 11. 
194 Don S. Browning, “Images of Man in Contemporary Models of Pastoral Care,” Interpretation 33, no. 2 
(April 1979): 146. 
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the ultimate priority of human fulfillment and self-actualization.195 

More recently, evangelical Protestants have begun to warm to the integration 

conversation. Emeritus professor of psychology at Wheaton College, Stanton L. Jones, 

makes the assessment that “on balance twentieth-century psychology has had more of a 

negative than a positive effect on the work of the church and the advance of the Gospel” and 

yet feels compelled to offer a defense of integration, insofar as it is possible.196 Among 

various thinkers across traditions, there has been a recognition that “it is not psychology’s 

positive insights that create problems for human self-understanding[, but rather it’s] certitude 

that there are no other insights to be had from […] faith-inquiry.”197 Christian caregivers 

ought to insist, however, that “life must be more than the fulfillment of one's individual 

potentialities: it must contain dimensions of genuine self-transcendence and self-giving 

love”198 “that count toward lessening the distance between the way things actually are and 

the way they should be as revealed by God's will. […Still] there are no easy harmonies 

[between these two] in the New Testament view of the world.”199 Christian spiritual care 

practitioners must seek out or build psychological models consonant with a Christian 

perspective on humanity and the telos of human existence (anthropology), understandings of 

time and the role of humans in the universe (cosmology), the problem of human nature and 

society (hamartiology),200 and how problems are addressed (soteriology).201 Any 

psychological model that minimizes or obfuscates any of these elements is problematic and 

                                                        
195 Browning, “Images of Man in Contemporary Models of Pastoral Care,” 146. 
196 Stanton L. Jones, “An Apologetic Apologia,” in Care for the Soul, 62. 
197 Howe, The Image of God, 83. 
198 Browning, “Images of Man in Contemporary Models of Pastoral Care,” 149. 
199 Browning, “Images of Man in Contemporary Models of Pastoral Care,” 154. 
200 See Stone, Theological Context for Pastoral Caregiving, 15. 
201 Thomas V. Frederick, “Models of Psychotherapy: Implications for Pastoral Care Practice,” Pastoral 
Psychology 58, no. 4 (August 2009): 353. 
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leads to incomplete or even harmful caring encounters. This project assumes that psychology, 

while offering valuable insight into human nature Christians can profitably use in caring 

encounters, is incomplete in itself because it “cannot speak of God himself in relationship 

with human beings”202 and therefore lacks an articulation of ultimate meaning like that found 

in Christian theological tradition rooted in Scripture. Therefore, I have chosen to incorporate 

various psychological aspects into my proposed best discernment conversation practices, 

such as the previous section on unconscious psychological processes. 

 

e. SPIRITUAL DIRECTION & PASTORAL COUNSELING 
 

Spiritual direction is ultimately and simply about giving people space to talk about their 

experience of God, whatever else (such as healing or discernment) may hopefully happen in 

that space.203 Spiritual director Karen James-Abra states that “the primary concern [in 

spiritual direction] is with the recognition of God's unique and personal call to the individual 

and his/her unique response to that call.”204 James-Abra goes on: “Often people seek spiritual 

direction at ‘growing points’ in their spiritual lives, […which] involve a certain felt need to 

integrate, or reintegrate, one's spiritual life at a new level.”205 Very often, people who are 

considering seminary are at a growing point in their lives: they are looking to change careers 

or they have a sense that they somehow want to learn how to grow personally and spiritually. 

Due to spiritual direction’s focus on seeking God’s presence and guidance in the midst of 

growth, it is worth examining whether seminary admissions personnel can profitably 

                                                        
202 van Deusen Hunsinger, “An Interdisciplinary Map for Christian Counsellors,” 227. 
203 Evans, “Experience and Convergence in Spiritual Direction,”265. 
204 Karen James-Abra, “An Introduction to an Ancient Christian Ministry: The Practice of Spiritual Direction,” 
The Conrad Grebel Review 9, no. 1 (Winter 1991): 19. 
205 James-Abra, “An Introduction to an Ancient Christian Ministry,” 20. 
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incorporate certain aspects of spiritual direction into their practice. However, it is important 

for admissions personnel to be discerning about what practices to adopt, given certain 

practices designed for a long-term spiritual direction relationship may be ineffective or even 

harmful within one (or at most a few) short meetings with a prospective student. 206   

Spiritual Director Tim Mountain provides a helpful, empirically-based study of Baptists in 

Britain who self-identify as spiritual directors. Mountain undertook this study in order to 

determine to what extent spiritual direction practices are consonant with Baptist convictions, 

which I find particularly interesting given two of the four current partner seminaries at ACTS 

Seminaries are Baptist. While spiritual direction is initially and primarily focused on one’s 

relationship with God, the focus does not stay there. Based on his observations of 

commonalities in responses from research participants, Mountain writes that “as God’s Spirit 

effects change in individuals, they become increasingly attentive and responsive to God at 

work, not only within but also in the world, [and thus] society itself can be seen for what it is, 

challenged and changed for the better.”207 I appreciate the emphases on moving toward an 

outward-looking orientation and working toward change in the world. These are necessarily 

part of a seminary education, which trains people to more fully live out the Gospel in 

whichever context they find themselves.  

Whereas spiritual direction concerns itself with issues of growth, maturity, and 

development, people who seek pastoral counselling are frequently motivated by resolving a 

particular problem or experience of deficiency.208 Which is appropriate for the enrolment                                                         
206 Duane R. Bidwell, Short-Term Spiritual Guidance, Creative Pastoral Care and Counselling Series, edited by 
Howard W. Stone (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2004), 11-12. 
207 Tim Mountain, “Toward a Baptist Framework for Spiritual Direction,” Journal of European Baptist Studies 
14, no. 3 (May 2014): 55. 
208 Stone, Theological Context for Pastoral Caregiving, 13. See also Galindo, “Spiritual Direction and Pastoral 
Counseling,” 401. See also David G. Benner, Strategic Pastoral Counselling: A Short-Term, Structured Model, 
2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 23. 
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advisor? It will depend on the prospective student. Some people come with crises of 

conscience or vocation, which can certainly feel like an urgent problem to resolve; some 

others know exactly what to do and are ready to take the next step in the ongoing journey of 

spiritual formation.209 However, even when someone is in the grip of a problem that needs 

solving, it can be helpful to step back and discover the contours and movements of God and 

grace over the sweep of one’s life,210 which can help put the problem in its proper 

perspective and open up different possibilities for resolution. 

 

f. DISCERNMENT 

William Spohn, a Jesuit theologian, pinpoints the question at the heart of every 

discernment process: “For the Christian the moral question ‘What ought I to do?’ needs to be 

preceded by a more fundamental question: ‘What is God enabling and requiring me to do?’ 

To answer the question, the Christian must always engage in serious discernment.”211 

Though the question is vital, the question itself does not describe precisely what discernment 

is. If this project is to make a case for the value, even the necessity, of discernment in an 

enrolment conversation, then developing a definition of discernment is vital.  

First, though, a note about the language of discernment itself. Jesuit priest Michael Kyne 

offers the helpful reminder that “it may be no bad thing to exercise a little restraint in the use 

of the word ‘discernment.’ If it appears to invest our choices with a pseudo-infallibility, or to 

surround them with a spiritual atmosphere which quite possibly does not exist, less 

                                                        
209 Galindo, “Spiritual Direction and Pastoral Counseling,” 400. 
210 Galindo, “Spiritual Direction and Pastoral Counseling,” 399. 
211 William C. Spohn, “The Reasoning Heart: An American Approach to Christian Discernment,” Theological 
Studies 44, no. 1 (March 1983): 32. 



  

50  

pretentious language might sometimes be more appropriate.”212 Nevertheless, I have chosen 

to retain the word in this project, both due to its rich history and meaning, and the lack of any 

suitable English synonym. 

Prior to developing a definition of discernment, it would be helpful to consider both the 

term and process of discernment in biblical perspective. In his epistles, Paul uses the term 

 to describe the process of “discovering what is right so as to preserve what is 

true;”213 of “testing […] one’s heart not only so that the person knows clearly, but also to 

realise someone’s full potential through purification from all that shackles and mortifies 

it.”214 Basically, for Paul  describes the act of “discerning the will of God in a 

specific situation.”215 Discernment then results in a holy life exemplified by obedience to 

God.216 

Spirituality scholar Kees Waaijman, focuses on another related word that appears in only 

three places in the New Testament (Rom. 14:1; 1 Cor. 12:10; Heb. 5:14), , which 

“is the process of assembling and sorting out knowledge with respect to the way toward God. 

It tests the end and the means and creates a critical center. With a contemplative eye, it looks 

at a person’s life journey and envisions its perfection [....] Diakrisis [sic] is the critical-

reflective moment of transformation in God.”217 

New Testament scholar Francois Tolmie points to a theological framework in Galatians 

5:13-6:10 that he believes ought to shape any discernment process: liberty (to be free from 

something in order to be free to live toward something else), love (for God and others), and                                                         
212 Michael Kyne, “Difficulties in Discernment,” The Way 14, no. 2 (April 1974): 109. 
213 Paul Sciberras, “Discernment in 1 Thessalonians,” Acta Theologica 17 (2013): 172. 
214 Sciberras, “Discernment in 1 Thessalonians,” 176. 
215 Sciberras, “Discernment in 1 Thessalonians,” 177. 
216 Sciberras, “Discernment in 1 Thessalonians,” 178-79. 
217 Kees Waaijman, Spirituality: Forms, Foundations, Methods, translated by John Vriend (Leuven, Belgium: 
Peeters, 2002), 484. 
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living through the power of the Spirit.218 Discernment results in action and growth toward 

God.  

At least two interesting examples of discernment appear in the Old Testament.  

First, Solomon in 1 Kings 3:9 asks for a “listening heart” (  ). The author points out 

the significance of this pair of words in Scripture. In Ancient Near Eastern culture, the heart 

is at the core of a person’s consciousness, will, and emotions, and the verb rendered “hear” 

carries with it the idea of understanding and obeying.219 Throughout biblical Wisdom 

Literature, God plants wisdom in the heart as humans are willing to hear and obey God’s 

instruction; conversely, “lack of receptivity leads to lack of understanding.”220 “Thus, ‘a 

listening heart’, which Solomon requests from God, entails a deliberate and conscious 

openness of the whole person to God from the very core of one’s being as to let God fashion 

one’s will, reason, feelings and way of life.”221  

Second, Samuel 3 is a text that represents Samuel’s call toward his vocation of prophet, 

priest, and judge. According to biblical scholar Julian Faraoanu, the God who comes to 

Samuel is not an “impassive, inscrutable and removed God, but […] a God who is already at 

work in the world and has already taken the initiative to approach humankind, as he does 

with Samuel specifically.”222 For Samuel, listening, understanding, and experiencing has its 

natural culmination in obedience.223 Though Samuel responds in faith, the way is not 

                                                        
218 Francois D. Tolmie, “Discernment in the Letter to the Galatians,” Acta Theologica 17 (2013): 164-65. 
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17 (2013), 69. 
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clear ,224 so neither should prospective students expect full clarity on the way forward, but 

that does not preclude making a decision in faith about obedience – in fact, it requires it.   

One of the more interesting features of the Samuel story is that God calls Samuel three 

times. This is not an example of God’s unsuccessful attempts to get Samuel’s attention or an 

example of Samuel’s and Eli’s thick-headedness;225 rather, it points to the problem of 

discernment. To Samuel, who did not yet know the Lord (v.7), God’s voice sounds familiar 

enough that he mistakes it for Eli’s. Theologian and biblical scholar R.W.L. Moberly astutely 

points out that a very unfamiliar voice would have been a source of panic and anxiety that 

would likely not have placed Samuel in a receptive frame of mind;226 but even more than 

that, the voice and example of Eli is the medium through which Samuel can learn to 

experience God227 – Eli, as a parent and religious figure to Samuel, stands in loco Dei228 and 

so Samuel conceives of the voice of God in terms familiar to him in his experience with Eli. 

Eli, who recognizes the voice of God, points beyond himself to God and allows a personal 

connection between God and Samuel.229 Samuel had the revelation, but Eli grasped the 

meaning.230 Discovering the voice of God is not something any person can do alone. This 

story stresses the importance of a community that helps one listen to God, understand what 

God is saying,231 and choose obedience.  

                                                        
224 Faraoanu, “Samuel, Symbol of Discernment (1 Samuel 3),” 107. 
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One writer in the early Christian tradition who wrote on discernment, and influenced the 

thinking of many later writers,232 is Origen. In discussing the possibility and practice of 

discernment, Origen employed a model of human nature popular at the time: a division 

between spirit, soul, passions, and body. According to Origen, the spirit in humanity is the 

part of the self that is a gift of God and connected with the Holy Spirit of God, but does not 

properly belong to a person.233 The soul is the image of God in a person and can be shaped 

by the Holy Spirit working through the human spirit.234 Then there are the imagination and 

the passions, which are not good or bad, and can be transformed in accordance with the 

spiritual nature.235 Finally, there is the body, which is vital to the human as an embodied 

being.236 Spiritual growth happens as the soul is conformed to the divine Logos through 

rational thought and human action237 in order to grow “in self-knowledge, moral character, 

and participation in the mind of Christ.”238 It is important to note that this progress in 

holiness increasingly opens a person to receive the gifts of God, including wisdom.239 In 

Origen’s thinking, divine wisdom grants to human beings created in the image of God the 

power to both distinguish between good and evil under the direction of the Holy Spirit240 and 

then choose either to bring their own nature to perfection or to move away from the good.241 
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Perhaps the most influential writer on discernment is Ignatius of Loyola. So much of the 

literature I discovered on discernment referenced or specifically worked within the 

framework of the Ignatian Exercises.  

Because the concepts of “consolation” and “desolation” are so central to the Ignatian 

Exercises, it is vital to define these terms. Presbyterian minister and professor of practical 

theology, Duane Bidwell, writes: “in general, experiences of desolation – anxiety, emptiness, 

unrest, and spiritual discomfort – are explicit evidence that an experience, decision, or action 

is not congruent with God’s will. […] A deep sense of peace[, i.e. consolation, is an] intuitive 

recognition that God’s intentions are clear.”242 However, I do not believe it is quite that easy. 

Waaijman takes pains to explain to his readers that consolation is not synonymous with 

physical or psychological comfort, nor desolation with discomfort. Comfort per se is not bad, 

but neither is it the highest good: many things are not good or evil, but neutral, yet can serve 

as the stage on which God acts.243 In fact, the desire to pursue comfort can be deceptive 

because spiritual maturity often comes when one is able to unmask the narcissistic desire for 

comfort and instead choose to embrace the pain of leaving something good behind244 in order 

to pursue the greater good of spiritual growth. In this view, trials and difficulties are not a 

source of desolation to flee from, but can, with God’s grace, become the bridge between 

one’s current self and one’s fullest experience of self.245 So, properly understood, consolation 

may be a feeling of peace in the midst of difficulty and fear, and desolation may be the 

opposite: a psychological dis-ease in the midst of otherwise comfortable circumstances.  
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Ignatius wrote that one ought not to make a change while in a state of desolation and 

ought to try to embrace change while in a state of consolation, but the temptation is often to 

do exactly the opposite: to avoid the pain of desolation and rest in the ease of consolation.246 

In my ministry, I frequently meet with people who are looking to make a change, so it seems 

wise to help prospective students articulate the practical and emotional reasons behind their 

desire for change, in order to assist them in determining whether making a change is the best 

option for them. In the end, however, “the major aim for us, our goal, is neither consolation 

nor desolation, which are states of mind, but rather the availability, the readiness, that is our 

basic attitude as children of God.”247 Knowing how to respond in the midst of both 

consolation and desolation can help keep a discernment process from going dangerously off-

course, but these are not hard and fast rules, so there remains lots of flexibility when making 

decisions. 

In addition to desolation and consolation, the term indifference appears often in the 

Ignatian discernment literature, which Helen Orchard, a theologian and chaplain, calls 

foundational to the process of discernment itself.248 While indifference might seem to be a 

negative term, somewhat like apathy,249 indifference really means something is not 

meaningful because something else is more meaningful.250 In particular, Orchard encourages 

“an attitude of indifference to our own self-interest and self-importance in order to discover 
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the will of God.”251 Jesus, through his passion, reaches a point not only of indifference, but 

even sacrifice and kenosis, or “death-to-self-for-the-love-of-God.”252  

A movement toward indifference, self-sacrifice, and an abandonment of self-interest, is a 

deep process that I simply cannot lead a prospective student through in a one-hour meeting. 

However, I believe understanding the language of indifference, and being attentive to the 

things that are most important in a prospective student’s life, can help seminary admissions 

personnel discern whether the prospective student has a basic spiritual maturity to undertake 

a course of study and has a fundamental understanding of what service in ministry means and 

could/should look like. 

I move closer to formulating a definition of discernment by highlighting several common 

themes present in various contemporary authors’ writings on the subject.  

First, discernment is a pragmatic exercise, in the sense that it ultimately serves as “a basis 

for right choice and action.” 253 Waaijman emphasizes that a discernment process allows a 

person to identify both the pathway that leads to life and the pathway that leads to death;254 

or, to use another biblical image, it allows a person “to separate the ‘wheat’ of those things 

that move us to choose loving actions from the ‘chaff’ of those things that move us to choose 

selfish un-love.”255 Ultimately, the purpose of discernment is to be able to identify and then 

choose wheat and life over chaff and death. This discernment process is steeped in “a graced 
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ability to detect what is the appropriate response to the invitation of God”256 in the midst of 

day-to-day life. 

Second, discernment is a process of critical, reflective thought257 that seeks to detect 

goodness, value,258 and God’s actions in the midst of life.259 

Third, discernment involves testing things in the midst of a community260 of those with 

whom a person has deep relationship.261 Tolmie writes: “although self-discernment is 

essentially an individual, and – in a sense – a private action, the individual believer continues 

to form part of a larger Christian community where believers carry each other’s burdens and 

where mutual care is imperative.”262 Christians need others to help guide choices, whereby 

one determines “whether those who are closely involved in the decision freely and 

definitively decide to accept [one] according to [one’s] choice.”263 One cannot simply lay 

claim to the authority to make decisions for others, but respecting another’s free will and 

agency does not mean one must simply rubber stamp a decision someone else has made. A 

wise discernment process will include reflection on how others react to a decision.  

Fourth, discernment is an imaginative exercise. Spohn writes that in the discernment 

process, logical “abstractions are less helpful than resources of memory and imagination.”264 

Waaijman believes a healthy discernment process includes the opportunity to imaginatively 

reflect on the differences between actual/current realities and potential/future scenarios.265 It 
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can be helpful for prospective students to spend time imagining the likely outcomes of 

various decisions about education. 

Fifth, discernment is a process “rooted in fundamental ambiguities inherent in human 

moral and religious experience.”266 For this reason, interpretation and sense-making is 

essential to a discernment process.267 Lonsdale points to the reality that “spiritual 

discernment is the process of sifting through the felt needs and desires, the spontaneous 

impulses and inclinations, the conflicting interior reactions that we experience when we 

confront the situations and events of our lives.”268 

Sixth, discernment is a bounded process. For Professor of Spiritual Life, Elizabeth 

Liebert, discernment includes at least four things: resonance with Scripture, conformity to 

doctrine, consultation with those well-known to us, and ongoing sense of consolation.269 To 

this list, Professor of Religion, Dennis Horton, adds two things: evaluating circumstances for 

possible signs from God; and considering personal desires, interests, strengths, and 

abilities.270  

Given the biblical witness and the thinking of influential writers past and present, what is 

a definition of discernment appropriate for this project? I propose that discernment is a 

reflective sifting process occurring within the framework of one’s spiritual or religious 

tradition, informed by those in one’s community, and shaped by one’s unique past and vision 

for the future, that aims to allow one to faithfully respond to God’s direction for one’s life. 

Just because it is possible to define discernment does not mean it can be reduced to a 
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mechanistic formula,271 because it relies supremely on the grace and mysterious initiative of 

God. In the end, “discernment is not a technique, but a constant call to search for God.”272 

I think it is necessary to include here a note on the concept of vocation. Dianne Chandler, 

Cindy Kiple, and Beth Hagenberg argue that, at its absolute best, vocation is a call to God-

ordained work that enhances the dignity of humans created in the image of God, is sustained 

by contemplative practice rooted in God’s love, and is empowered by God-given gifts, all for 

the benefit of other people and the world.273 So how does one discern vocation specifically? 

Chandler, Kiple, and Hagenberg, based on the work of Gordon T. Smith, point out that 

vocation first begins with  

(1) a general call to follow Christ, which is followed by (2) a specific call that is unique 
to each individual in contributing to Christ’s mission in the world, and includes (3) an 
immediate call that involves the duties at hand, such as family roles and other 
obligations. All three distill into our discipleship journey and reflect loving and serving 
God and others. A job might be associated with these second or third points, but all 
three frame who we are what we do.274 
 

Questions and desires around vocation are highly related to seminary study, and a process 

around seminary admissions must speak to how God calls in the particulars of one’s life. 

Theologian and therapist Suzanne Coyle states that everyone who is entering seminary with 

the intention of going into vocational Christian ministry has a call story, even when that story 

is confusing or something they have resisted.275 Citing an Association of Theological 

Schools (ATS) study, she confirms that calls to ministry were nurtured in faith communities 
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over the long term.276 I am well aware that the process of discernment often begins with pre-

contemplation, long before a prospective student visits an enrolment advisor’s office.  

But how ought admissions personnel to understand and validate call stories? Is there any 

normative frame?277 Coyle finds a starting place in Scripture, locating several aspects that are 

commonly seen in biblical call stories, and providing questions to accompany each. I provide 

here a small sample of the questions most relevant to my context. First, the call comes from 

God. What things (skills, feelings, experiences, etc.) does the call bring up for you?278 

Second, the call story often centers on a particular place. To which place or context are you 

called? Also, in which place or context were you called?279 This hearkening back allows 

people to see how their past experience of call informs the present discernment process and 

future ministry possibilities.280 Third, the call takes a person beyond themselves into a future 

known and shaped by God. How does your call story move you to something bigger than and 

beyond yourself?281 

 
g. CHALLENGES OF DISCERNMENT 
 

A complex process such as discernment is bound to have perils and pitfalls.  

The first is the metaphor or model one uses to conceptualize what it means to follow the 

will of God in one’s life. Horton282 suggests three such models, each of which has some 

semblance of truth. 
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First, the bulls-eye. According to this model, God has a perfect plan and seeks to reveal it 

to each person, who must get as close to the center of that plan as possible.283 In a perfect 

world, it is certainly conceivable that such a plan could exist; and even in an imperfect world, 

and especially in hindsight, people are frequently aware of better choices they should have 

made. Nevertheless, a bulls-eye approach sets up a false dichotomy that is not borne out in 

my own conversations with prospective students: often a person will have a couple or even 

several options, all of which seem like good options in their own right. The bulls-eye model 

undermines the joy a person could experience in pursuing any particular option, because a 

person tends to wonder whether the other options might have been better. In addition, this 

model subverts meaningful engagement with God, for God becomes one who entirely 

foreordains the universe and individual human destiny. Thus, humans merely find and follow 

God’s perfect plan. If, on the other hand, humans do have any degree of free will, it is 

necessary to consider the degree to which God is prepared to honour that free will and allow 

people to make genuine decisions.   

Second, it is possible to view discernment as a process of searching for and growing in 

wisdom.284 God may still have an ideal plan in mind for people, but God gave people 

wisdom, talents, reason, common sense, others of wise counsel, and abilities, and thus 

expects people to use them in light of what they know as true from Scripture.285 Discernment 

in this model takes into account all the experiences of one’s life.286 Understanding 

discernment as a process of searching for and growing in wisdom is very attractive because it 
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offers much more flexibility, therefore potentially diminishing anxiety about finding just the 

right choice, and it allows for a more human approach that takes into account one’s unique 

experiences. However, this model does raise two important questions. 

First, what is the limit of reason in a discernment process? Reason is imperfect, and can 

create significant trouble. In Romans 1:21, Paul writes: “For though they [the ungodly] knew 

God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their 

thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened.” St. Augustine of Hippo, who shared the 

widely-held view of the intellect as the supreme expression of the image of God in 

humankind, knew that the intellect would not find its fullest expression, and therefore not 

honour and reflect God completely, unless that rational knowledge also leads to love for God 

and others.  Augustine did not see rational thought as an end in itself but rather as a conduit 

for the growth of the love of God.  A rational approach to decision-making will not be 

complete unless that process seeks to answer the question “Which option will help me love 

God and others better?” Still, even those who have chosen to follow Christ are not yet fully 

conformed to the image of Christ: old habits of sin continue to darken the intellect, often in 

ways in which individual Christians are unaware.  

Second, what is the role of emotion in the discernment process? By emotion, I do not 

mean an unsustainable fancy or whim, but something much more robust and deeply rooted, 

what biblical writers term “the heart.” In biblical spirituality, the heart “refers  to  the  moral  

agent  in  his  or  her  particularity,  as  a  definite  character  with  a  specific  sense  of  

identity  and  set  of  dispositions.”287 The heart is the origin of affective judgment, based in 

personal conviction;288 not mere feelings, but manifestations of virtues rooted in character                                                         
287 Spohn, “The Reasoning Heart,” 31. 
288 Spohn, “The Reasoning Heart,” 31. 
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and formed over time by the Holy Spirit.289 One can think of emotion not as opposed to 

reason, but as itself a kind of reasoning.290 Emotion is the much-needed counterpoint to logic 

in the discernment process, because the emotions are central to human experience. Reason 

without emotion is incomplete. Yet emotions are notoriously fleeting, hard to define and 

articulate, and can be misleading. 291 One ought not to allow such emotion to obscure rational 

consideration.292 

Carrie Doehring, a therapist and ordained minister in the Presbyterian Church USA, writes 

on the role of emotions in change and how caring persons can listen for the emotional logic 

in the midst of lived experience.293 Deep change comes about as people learn to let go of 

“irrelevant” and “life-limiting theologies”294 that stand in contrast to personally-, 

relationally- and communally-liberative change295 that allow for expressions of self-

compassion and compassion for others.296 For Doehring, a large part of self-compassion is 

learning to live with ambiguity297 and making the best decisions possible in the midst of that 

uncertainty. It is possible to try to reason people out of bad theology, but people do not tend 

to change until they personally and deeply experience the negative outcomes of such 

theology. Only then can people find the courage to make a change. 

The third discernment model is the relationship formation model. In this model, God may 

not necessarily have a plan for people, whom God has created with a great amount of 
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freedom. Thus, discernment is not about what to do, but about what will serve to enhance 

one’s relationship with Christ298 and creation. Love of God and others, and godly living, are 

the goals of spiritual discernment,299 not any one action per se. Spiritual director Robert 

Marsh sees discernment not as determining the destination to move toward, but rather what 

will most fully enable a person’s transformative experience of God.300 Ideally, the enrolment 

advisor is able to create a space for divine encounter and awareness that leads a prospective 

student in a process of opening up in relationship with God so that they themselves can allow 

God to speak and guide in questions of education and vocation. However, I would argue the 

relationship formation model makes the focus too fuzzy in an educational discernment 

context, where the purpose is ultimately to arrive at a wise decision. Furthermore, taken to 

the extreme, this model may lead one to conclude making wise and careful decisions is not 

that important in the end, and that God’s specific intention in any situation may ultimately be 

unknowable.   

H. C. Van Zyl in his writing straddles models two and three by calling discernment a 

process where the human mind and God’s spirit intersect; it is a gift from the spirit in a 

moment of revelation that comes as humans practice shaping their minds according to what 

God values.301 Discernment relies on human will, decisions, and experiences, but all with the 

intention of increasing in obedience to God. According to Van Zyl, a desire for obedience is 

a foundational predicate for a successful discernment process, so that even in the midst of not 

knowing the next best decision, it becomes possible to live in the grace and empowerment of 
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God.302 One might call such an orientation Christian conscience, which Spiritual director 

John Caroll Futrell defines as a “fundamental attitude of always welcoming the actual word 

of God through freely choosing and doing the best act of love here and now.”303   

Is it possible to articulate a concept of discernment that respects each of the three models, 

highlighting the truth in each? In general, the wisdom models seems to be the best of the 

three, but incorporating aspects of the other two will only strengthen it. I believe God 

sometimes directs more specifically than one might otherwise think, and so it is important to 

be open to that possibility. Furthermore, growing in wisdom incorporates a process not just 

of decision-making but also spiritual growth and formation that will subsequently turn one 

into a person who is closer to God and will therefore be able to better hear from and obey 

God in the future. In the end, each person will make decisions in co-operation with God that 

will allow for a legitimate variation in life trajectories.  

No matter the exact nuance of a decision-making model that one adopts, it is important to 

recognize that “the practice of discovering the best choice for oneself among an array of 

choices, is the negotiation of a graceful path between freedom and commitment.”304 No 

discernment process can be about limitless choice, because the context of every conversation 

and decision already pre-supposes certain previous experiences and limitations. In the 

context of a discussion about seminary, prospective students have typically already made the 

commitment to follow God faithfully. It is actually former commitments that make genuine 

choosing possible: “Freedom without the seeming curtailments represented by commitment 
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is an abstraction rather than a reality.”305 In the midst of nearly unlimited choice, there must 

be some reason for choosing any given thing,306 and if that basis is not a particular value or 

conviction, but fancy, or whim, it is likely to create regret and is ultimately not life-giving or 

sustainable. Thus, the question is not so much whether a person has the opportunity to 

choose, so much as what values will guide the choosing. Part of any discernment process 

ought therefore to either unearth values that are not explicit up front, or help ascertain new 

values where current values conflict with those necessary for making wise and God-

honouring decisions.   

It is also important to address the risk of self-deception in discernment. Though it may be 

helpful for seminary admissions personnel to enter conversations with the assumption that 

people are the experts on their own journey and can hear God for themselves with some 

external guidance (much of the spiritual direction and spiritual care literature makes this 

assumption), self-deception in discernment is a real issue.307 Indeed, “for the good person 

who is searching out the authenticity and meaning of life, the danger that will threaten this 

search is not obvious moral compromise but deceitful good.”308 Kyne states the problem of 

discernment plainly: “God has set God’s followers on a path, but we are not there yet, we are 

not fully transformed, we do not understand fully the mind of God, not even our own 

minds.309 Even if in the beginning one’s intentions are good, they can mutate and self-interest 

can take over, so that one becomes deceived about one’s true motives.310 To walk a path of 
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honest discernment, then, requires a person “to guard [themselves] against deception, […] 

subject[ing one’s] whole experience to scrutiny, reflection, and prayer.”311  

The broadest challenge for a discernment process is the post-modern context. Liebert 

writes:  

If there be a multiplicity of ways with which to interpret the same data, which view is 
better? Are any of them true and how would we know? […] When the notion of 
authority is removed from the discussion, when the truth itself becomes a problematic 
category, the possibility of dialogue becomes, it seems, more and more remote. 
Individuals are turned loose to do the best they can, to make their individual ways 
without relying on community, shared values, commonly accepted authorities, shared 
goals, or common understandings of the good, true, and beautiful.312  

 
Though Liebert does not believe discernment in the post-modern age is a futile endeavour, 

she is convinced that a postmodern perspective can prove helpful. For example, she points 

out that Christian “discernment assumes, [in common with] postmodernity, that each 

individual life is being authored in the act of deciding.”313 Riffing on Paul Lakeland’s 

discussion of postmodernity,314 she comes to the conclusion that discernment must be 

piecemeal, incremental, and rooted in dialogue and consensus-building.315 Discovering 

where God is at work and joining in, is fallible, messy, provisional, and imperfect;316 yet 

faith in God’s care mean’s God’s people can move forward without every bit of information 

relevant to a decision.317 Discernment becomes about walking in faith and trust, rather than 

seeking certainty.    
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h. HABITS OF CARE 
 

Now that I have established the nature of spiritual care in discernment conversations, I 

move on to appropriate habits of care. 

First and foremost is the simple reality of presence. Chaplain Kevin Adams318 provides a 

review of the term in spiritual care literature. The Association of Clinical Pastoral Education 

(CPE) writes that CPE students will “demonstrate competent use of self in ministry […] 

which includes: emotional availability, cultural humility, appropriate self-disclosure, positive 

use of power and authority, a non-anxious and non-judgmental presence, and clear and 

responsible boundaries.”319 The Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counseling describes the 

ministry of presence as a “form of servanthood […] characterized by suffering, alongside of 

and with the hurt and oppressed—a being, rather than a doing or telling.”320 Adams believes 

presence must create “an atmosphere of ease and trust […] that is nonjudgmental and 

compassionate […]. A key component in creating this environment is the chaplain’s own 

emotional vulnerability in the interactions, making the conversation a more mutual 

exploration into the stories of both the receiver of care and the care provider/chaplain.”321 

Furthermore, presence is about “establishing an environment of care based on empathy, 

curiosity, and respect in which the chaplain is attentive to the verbal and non-verbal two-way 

communication, and assessing questions of the spiritual, the sacred, and of meaning, 

providing concrete and appropriate psychosocial-spiritual interventions.”322  
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Chaplain Douglas Anderson provides a helpful definition of presence that picks up many 

of the same themes. For Anderson, presence means coming alongside people, encouraging 

hope instead of helplessness,323 and the caring person sharing their own lived experience, as 

appropriate.324  

There are several active habits of care that spring from being truly present in a spiritual 

care encounter. 

 

(1) Paying attention 

Showing up with presence is the foundation for paying attention (also called attending). 

Paying attention may seem simple enough, but it takes discipline and commitment to do it 

well. According to Barbara Jo McClure, Professor of Pastoral Theology and Practice, 

“attending is more than listening […]; it is close to the notion of mindfulness. […] Attention 

also conveys the sense of ministering, consideration, and care.”325 Julie Lunn, chaplain and 

lecturer in practical theology, agrees that paying attention is itself an act of care, and she goes 

so far as to write that when “offered with warmth and empathy [it] is rare and demanding. 

Yet, of all the gifts required in Christian ministry, this one is fundamental.”326 Lunn points 

out that paying attention means the caring person is attentive to both God and people,327 so 

that, in imitation of the God who attends to humanity,328 the caring person can listen on 
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behalf of the other person329 for ways in which God is already present and active in the life of 

the other.330 Listening indicates trust and sets the stage for a prospective student or anyone 

else to feel comfortable to share their story.331   

Ideally, the gift of paying attention is not only something a caring person practices on 

behalf of another person, but becomes something a caring person models and teaches. In my 

own practice of conversations with prospective students, I have come to realize that a one-

hour meeting is far too short a time to undertake a full process of discernment. I am also 

aware that I will not be having a conversation with a prospective student the next time they 

need to make a decision about something. For this reason, I incorporate into my conversation 

reflection tools and practices that can equip a prospective student for making both a decision 

about education now and other decisions in the future.    

It must be said that paying attention is not all about noticing words and stories, but also 

noticing silence. Frequently, silence can become distressing and disappointing, even leading 

one to mistakenly believe that God is not communicating.332 However, by embracing silence 

and encouraging prospective students to do the same, the caring person lets go of their 

expectations for the conversation and allows themselves to be surprised by what silence can 

communicate and where the conversation might go. 
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(2) Valuing people 

No matter the venue or length of interaction, a caring person should strive to communicate 

that they value the other person. Jan James, speaking from her experience in brief pastoral 

counseling, writes that interactions should “honor and validate people's experiences as well 

as the context of their experiences, their perceptions, and their life stories.”333 Caring people 

can show value to others by affirming their “strengths, positive qualities, abilities, and 

courage.”334 James goes on: “It is also empowering for counselees to note instances when 

they have successfully dealt with the problem.”335 When someone is having trouble hearing 

from God and discerning God’s will, a caring person may find it helpful to ask questions 

about how previous seasons of discernment unfolded: What happened then? What worked? 

What strategies for discernment could a person re-use now? Again, it is important to 

emphasize where a person’s strengths created the conditions for faithful and wise 

discernment.  

 

(3) Compassion 

Professor of spirituality and leadership, Janet Ruffing, meditates on the importance of 

compassion in Christian relations. Ruffing writes that “the only mercy we have to offer to the 

world is the mercy we have received from God.”336 VanKatwyk reflects on the thinking of 

Allen Bergin, a Rogerian therapist, who saw the spiritual counselor as the embodiment of 

meta-empathy, which allows the counselor and the Spirit to work together337 to model                                                         
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compassion in a spiritual care interaction, with the ultimate outcome being that the person 

receiving care can give themselves permission to treat themselves with as much love, grace, 

and compassion as God treats them. Self-compassion silences the inner critic338 and short 

circuits maladaptive coping strategies,339 but it does not lessen the need for confession and 

repentance340 as tools for creating change. In seasons of discernment, people need both: to 

understand themselves as recipients of God’s unending compassion, and to determine to lay 

down, through the empowerment of the Spirit, wrong and unhelpful patterns of thinking and 

behaviour. 

 

(4) Working with Narratives 
 

A focus on personal narrative is the single most-discussed aspect of spiritual care in the 

literature, and for good reason. The self is in a continuous process of creation and re-creation 

that happens through story.341 Said another way, “the narrative process […] brings together 

some of the person’s perceptions, experiences, and observations to create a freshly-minted 

version of coherence and meaning to the person’s lived experience,”342 providing guidance 

and purpose in life.343  

Through story, people can convince themselves that “the world is, in the end, 

understandable, the absurd does not have the final say.”344 “Not only do our stories identify 
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us and help make sense of our experience, they structure our experiences and shape life 

expectations”345 for our future trajectory.346  

A specific psychotherapeutic approach called narrative therapy focuses strongly on 

storytelling and uncovering the deeper narratives within those stories. In narrative therapy, 

the therapist and counselee seek to create meaning from reconsidering and rearranging 

discrete life episodes, even eliciting previously untold stories.347 Retelling one’s story 

becomes a source of insight and revelation.348 This idea of revelation is important: the 

process of narrative therapy does not invent new stories, but reveals other possibilities for 

understanding current stories. Stories do not strictly describe an actual world, but a world 

shaped by the meaning that an overall life narrative provides.349 Such a narrative helps a 

person make sense of both the exterior world and the experiencing self. There is much good 

that can come from a concentrated look into personal narrative, but there are also significant 

dangers one ought to avoid when considering how to incorporate a focus on narrative into a 

Christian discernment process. 

Referencing the work of narrative therapists Jill Freedman and Gene Combs, Cameron 

Lee defines narrative therapy according to four core convictions of a postmodern worldview: 

“1. Realities are socially constructed. 2. Realities are constituted through language.  

3. Realities are organized and maintained through narrative. 4. There are no essential 

truths.”350 Because there are no essential truths, the term reality refers not to reality in any 
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objective sense, but to an individual’s self-perception of reality. Within a narrative 

therapeutic approach generally, there is flexibility about the narratives that leave no criterion 

for choosing appropriate narratives; the individual retains complete autonomy regarding 

which aspects of their narrative they desire to perpetuate, and which they desire to 

abandon.351 For Lee, this is incredibly problematic. Lee contends that “narrative approaches 

to psychotherapy, which assist clients in reconstructing their life stories, are incomplete 

because they raise moral questions that require the resources of ethics and theology [by 

which…] to explore the possibility of an intrinsic human telos or purpose.”352 It is only 

within the meta-narrative of creation, fall, redemption, and glorification that a Christian’s 

personal narrative can make sense. All these stories invite readers to discover connections 

between the Gospel story and one’s own story,353 thus contributing to personal identity 

formation.354 A genuine encounter with the biblical text containing the narrative of the 

Christian worldview requires the appropriation of a new narrative, variously described as 

either a collision or “fusion of horizons,”355 in much the same way that Christ is the complete 

and unique fusion of divine and human.356 This fusion “disclose[s] a new mode of being or a 

new form of life.”357 According to Wai-luen Kwok, the goal will be unity of the narrative,358 

which, in a Christian perspective, means clients are able to see the details of their own story 

as meaningful within God’s overall story. This coherent narrative of Jesus makes a normative 

                                                        
351 Lasair, “What’s the Point of Spiritual Care?” 119. 
352 Lee, “Agency and Purpose in Narrative Therapy,” 223. 
353 Eberhardt, “Storytelling and Pastoral Care,” 27. 
354 Jin K. Hwang, “Storytelling and Spiritual Formation According to the Apostle Paul,” Journal of Spiritual 
Formation & Soul Care 9, no. 1 (Spring 2016): 46. See also Sohn, “The Narrative Process of Pastoral Care and 
Counseling,” 217. 
355 Sohn, “The Narrative Process of Pastoral Care and Counseling,” 220. 
356 Kwok, “Narrative Therapy, Theology, and Relational Openness,” 209. 
357 Sohn, “The Narrative Process of Pastoral Care and Counseling,” 218. 
358 Kwok, “Narrative Therapy, Theology, and Relational Openness,” 207. 
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claim upon Christian discernment. It is not just any story, but the one that reveals in a 

definitive way God's intention to actively conform each life to the particular shape of Jesus' 

life.359 

Psychologist Thomas Frederick rightly notes that there is a major deficiency of telos in a 

secular context: 

The focus is generally on developing personal stories that maximize one’s subjective 
sense of well-being. Personal fulfillment is emphasized, those aspects of experience 
that provide teleological distress, i.e., experiences that do not confirm one’s narrative 
preferences, are eschewed for more fulfilling ones. […] In preferring one reality over 
another, narrative therapy reinforces the hyper-individualism inherent in postmodern 
therapies. [Rather] a Christian understanding of telos sees the ultimate human goal as 
entering the kingdom and reign of God […] through becoming more Christ-like.360 
 

In my reading of the literature, narrative therapy tends to skew toward understanding 

community networks primarily as purveyors of maladaptive and harmful narratives361 

conveyed through oppressive and biased languages that deserved to be regarded with 

suspicion.362 A focus on the systemic and structural aspects of sin is helpful, but it largely 

leaves untouched the degree to which each person themselves is accountable for sin that 

diminishes themselves and others.363 Furthermore, a suspicion of the narratives of external 

communities has the potential to exacerbate hyper-individualism and cut people off from 

sources of relationship that I believe must be part of any sufficiently honest and rigorous 

discernment process. Storytellers have the opportunity to unpack and evaluate the importance 

of various people to their story,364 and invite others to deliberately take their places as co-

                                                        
359 Spohn, “The Reasoning Heart,” 39. 
360 Frederick, “Models of Psychotherapy,” 356-57. 
361 Sara Marie Doughton, “The ‘Ongoing Narrative of Creation’: Lectio Divina and Narrative Therapy in 
Conversation for Liberative Pastoral Theology and Care,” Journal of Pastoral Theology 23, no. 1 (Summer 
2013): 4. 
362 Doughton, “The ‘Ongoing Narrative of Creation,’ 13. 
363 Frederick, “Models of Psychotherapy,” 357. 
364 Coyle, “Deepening the Call to Ministry through Narrative Spiritual Practice,” 36. 
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authors of that story, who can identify things the storyteller cannot see.365 Coyle proposes 

what he calls a scaffolding approach, wherein the storyteller requests the help of others in 

taking what they know of their current story and applying it to the unfamiliar, so as to find 

the courage to chart a path forward.366 Lee helpfully asks the question: “Is it possible that in 

some cases the path to wholeness lies not in the freedom from subjugating discourses, but 

further subjugation to true discourses, even ones that I do not in some sense “prefer”?”367 

Pastoral theologian Sara Doughton is quite skeptical of the place of any external influence 

in a discernment process, insisting that that a caring person “must adopt a stance of 

‘curiosity’ and compassion […for the purpose of] guarding against the danger of [the client] 

simply adopting a new narrative that emerges from the counsellor’s beliefs about which 

narrative is most fitting and freeing.”368 I would argue that her understanding is extreme, but 

it contains an important reminder that if a caring person is going to be involved in co-creating 

narrative with another, curiosity and proper understanding is vital. The caring person must 

involve themselves in the story by using clarifying and extending questions in order to draw 

out important, implicit aspects of the narrative, thus creating – as much as possible – a shared 

understanding between participants in the conversation. At best, this exchange becomes a 

collaborative, non-coercive, mutually beneficial exercise that advance’s the prospective 

student’s understanding of their personal narrative. 

Narrative becomes important particularly in seasons of crisis and transition, such as when 

people are considering graduate theological education. In the midst of experiences of times of 

                                                        
365 Coyle, “Deepening the Call to Ministry through Narrative Spiritual Practice,” 37-39. 
366 Coyle, “Deepening the Call to Ministry through Narrative Spiritual Practice,” 37. 
367 Lee, “Agency and Purpose in Narrative Therapy,” 228. 
368 Doughton, “The ‘Ongoing Narrative of Creation’,” 3. 
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confusion and uncertainty, change and growth can occur369 as people take the opportunity to 

construct new narratives that account for these new experiences370 by creatively integrating 

them with meaningful stories from the past.371 This is retrospection: telling the story of one’s 

past again, in order to make sense of the present moment or clarify the future.372 In this 

process, the role of a caring person is to take cues from the storyteller and then “reflect the 

theme and feelings that are heard, so as to invite the storyteller to deepen the narrative in new 

and creative ways.”373 

In times of personal change, people are more likely to experience their relationship with 

God primarily as a struggle.374 Scott Landes takes as an example the story of Jacob wrestling 

with God in Genesis 32 to be a metaphor for how people can wrestle with God to discern 

which aspects of personal narratives are most salient for making whatever discernment 

decision is at hand.375 The action of wrestling with God is “a hope-inducing, despair-

disabling resource that […] laments God’s hiddenness but recognizes that his hiddenness is 

not total absence.”376 Employing images of struggle validate prospective students’ 

experiences of uncertainty. Caring people can reassure those living in liminal space that God 

is still active in the midst of disorientation and may even be using this time to block them 

from making hasty decisions.377 

                                                        
369 Ekman P.C. Tam, “Faith Development Theory and Spiritual Direction,” Pastoral Psychology 44, no. 4 
(March 1996): 261. 
370 Sohn, “The Narrative Process of Pastoral Care and Counseling,” 210. 
371 Scott David Landes, “Practicing Discernment: Pastoral Care in Crisis Situations,” The Journal of Pastoral 
Care & Counseling 64, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 2. 
372 Spidell, “Improvisation and the Pastoral Conversation,” 18. 
373 Spidell, “Improvisation and the Pastoral Conversation,” 18. 
374 Lee Beach, “A Spirituality of Exile: Responding to God’s Absence,” Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul 
Care 10, no. 1 (Spring 2017): 46. 
375 Landes, “Practicing Discernment,” 3. 
376 Beach, “A Spirituality of Exile,” 48. 
377 Au and Au, The Discerning Heart, 209. 
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So how ought a caring person respond to and interact with narrative? Pastor Andrew 

Miller offers some very practical steps. Once a caring person invites another to tell their story 

and becomes fully immersed in the other’s story through active listening,378 it is important 

for a caring person to ensure they have a proper understanding of another’s unique words, 

phrases, and concepts.379 This is where questions (see next section) are very helpful. Once a 

caring person has listened well, it then becomes their job to make connections, either by 

connecting themes in a person’s story to external (e.g. societal or biblical) narratives or by 

connecting two seemingly disparate themes within the narrative,380 which adds a new 

interpretive layer to one’s story.381 Only then can a caring person offer insight. Spiritual 

writer Carolyn Bohler helpfully gives permission for the caregiver to react in a variety of 

ways to a story: (1) to simply allow it to be told and heard and acknowledged, (2) to offer a 

twist that helps the person see their narrative in a new way, or (3) to simply interrupt and 

prohibit a story that is damaging or unhelpful.382 To have all these options available, even if 

used judiciously, seems to me the only reasonable approach for a Christian caregiver. 

 

(5) Questioning 
 

It is crucial for admissions personnel to understand the philosophy and mechanics behind 

asking good questions and to develop a focused set of questions to use in discernment 

conversations with prospective students. 

                                                        
378 Miller, “The Spiritual Staircase,” 28. 
379 Miller, “The Spiritual Staircase,” 29. 
380 Miller, “The Spiritual Staircase,” 31. 
381 Ashbrook, Minding the Soul, 108-14. 
382 Carolyn Stahl Bohler, “The Use of Storytelling in the Practice of Pastoral Counseling,” The Journal of 
Pastoral Care 41, no. 1 (March 1987): 64. 
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Why are questions so important? Jesus himself, standing in the rabbinic tradition of 

valuing inquiry and dialogue, used questions artfully, both to draw his listeners into 

discovery and to confound his opponents by turning a question back on them instead of 

answering as they might have expected.383 Questions are still powerful today. According to 

literature in educational theory and mentoring/coaching, questions are powerful because they 

tend to accomplish four broad objectives.  

First, questions create opportunity for authentic conversation. Questioners invite their 

interlocutor to contribute their own ideas to the flow of the conversation, creating opportunity 

for an enriching exchange that invites and constructs new perspectives. 

Second, and related to the first, questions have the potential to build relationship. Inviting 

others to contribute something of themselves to a conversation is a great way to build trust. 

Furthermore, questions, when deployed as tools of genuine curiosity, and not used to elicit a 

pre-determined answer or serve any agenda,384 are a fantastic way of drawing people out of 

themselves and getting to know them. Education professor J.T. Dillon encourages people to 

experiment with the discipline of allowing oneself in a conversation to ask only questions 

about things that intrigue or perplex, instead of questions meant to shape the conversation in 

specific ways.385 In this approach, building the relationship between the conversational 

partners becomes the purpose and outcome of the conversation. 

Third, questioning “challenges existing thinking and encourages reflection.”386 

Admissions personnel can use further questions to follow up on responses to previous                                                         
383 Randy D. Reese and Robert Loane, Deep Mentoring: Guiding Others on Their Leadership Journey  
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2012), 181. 
384 J.T. Dillon, Questioning and Teaching: A Manual of Practice (New York: Teachers College Press, 1988),  
67. See also Norah Morgan and Juliana Saxton, Asking Better Questions: Models, Techniques, and  
Classroom Activities for Engaging Students in Learning (Markham, ON: Pembroke Publishers, 1994), 78. 
385 Dillon, Questioning and Teaching, 130. 
386 Morgan and Saxton, Asking Better Questions, 79. 
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questions387 in order to advance a chain of increasingly pointed questions leading to self-

discovery and increased self-awareness.388 A pattern of questioning that asks a respondent to 

continue reflecting on previous reflections is rooted in an assumption that “our questions 

have the power to unlock trapped knowledge.”389 People generally have the answers to their 

own questions and predicaments, if given time for reflection. However, this process of self-

reflection often requires guidance from others who know that one’s responses do not merely 

provide an answer to a question, but reveal how people think about things.390 Being part of a 

process of guidance through questioning helps provide people with “skills for observing and 

assessing [their] present thinking—especially the questions [they are] asking [them]selves—

and then guid[ing them] in designing new questions for getting better results.”391 Once a 

person has discovered something new, the ultimate question becomes: How can I think 

differently about this circumstance?392 

Fourth, questions create opportunities for complex, lateral thinking. Effective questions 

help create opportunities to synthesize information that may otherwise seem like random, 

isolated facts.393 Continuing to question elicits deeper information and allows people to 

connect bits of information to each other and to their lives.394 

                                                        
387 Marylou Dantonio and Paul C. Beisenherz, eds., Learning to Question, Questioning to Learn: Developing  
Effective Teaching Questioning Practices (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2001), 36. 
388 Steve Ogne and Tim Roehl, TransforMissional Coaching: Empowering Leaders in a Changing Ministry   
World (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2008), 127. 
389 Dantonio and Beisenherz, Learning to Question, 141. 
390 Dantonio and Beisenherz, Learning to Question, 43. 
391 Marilee Adams, Change Your Questions, Change Your Life: 12 Powerful Tools for Leadership, Coaching,  
and Life, 3rd ed. (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2015), 4-5. 
392 Adams, Change Your Questions, 79. 
393 Dantonio and Beisenherz, Learning to Question, 55. 
394 Dantonio and Beisenherz, Learning to Question, 7. 
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So what makes a good question? First, good questions are clear and focused.395 They have 

a single point and are short and succinct. A person must be able to understand the thrust and 

intention of a question in order to provide a relevant answer. 

Second, good questions are open;396 they do not suppose a “yes” or “no” answer, but seek 

a more complex response. 

Third, good questions are purposeful. They are not random, but designed to lead the 

conversation in a specific direction or accomplish a specific aim;397 they advance the 

conversation. Therefore, the questioner must ask what each encounter is supposed to 

accomplish,398 in order to ask questions that lead to that outcome.399 Educational theorists 

Norah Morgan and Juliana Saxton highlight two valuable categories of questions: those that 

shape understanding (i.e. elaborating thoughts and feelings related to the topic) and those that 

push someone toward reflection (i.e. asking people to think in a committed, creative, and 

critical way).400 The purpose of any good question is to either prompt elaboration or 

reflection.  

Fourth, good questions are appropriate to the context. They are based in a deep intuitive 

knowledge of the people and situations at hand, in order to be as helpful as possible. 

Questioners need to allow what they hear from others to be question-prompts.401 To do this, 

                                                        
395 Dantonio and Beisenherz, Learning to Question, 151. See also Ogne and Roehl, TransforMissional 
Coaching, 147. 
396 Ogne and Roehl, TransforMissional Coaching, 147. 
397 Ogne and Roehl, TransforMissional Coaching, 150. 
398 Ogne and Roehl, TransforMissional Coaching, 108. 
399 Dantonio and Beisenherz, Learning to Question, 67. Sometimes the outcome of a question born out of a 
sense of genuine curiosity is relationship-building.    
400 Morgan and Saxton, Asking Better Questions, 41. 
401 Dantonio and Beisenherz, Learning to Question, 32. 
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the questioner must actually hear and understand the answer.402 Listening to answers can 

assist in more skillfully asking questions in the future.403  

Fifth and finally, good questions provide a genuine opportunity for both the questioner 

and the respondent to be surprised.404 Questions are unique in their ability to advance a 

conversation, often in unexpected ways. A person needs to be open to learning, rather than 

judging and critiquing what they hear. Learner-type questions include: What can I learn from 

this? What is the other person thinking and feeling? What are the best steps forward? What is 

possible?405  

Using questions judiciously is challenging. Admissions personnel must recognize that 

“questions present a tricky and sometimes awkward situation […]. Generally speaking, 

questions possess two characteristics: they demand answers, and they put one on the 

defensive,”406 by implying the need for “a justification of one's actions.”407 In order to make 

questions most helpful and inviting, the skillful questioner can ask questions that seek clarity 

for themselves or serve as ways of wondering aloud about something.408 

Not just the practice of questioning itself, but also the forms of the questions, can be 

unintentionally problematic. While all questions cannot but reveal at least something of the 

questioner’s thought process, they may unintentionally prompt the interlocutor to answer in 

certain ways.409 Questions may encourage respondents to accentuate positive aspects and 

                                                        
402 Dillon, Questioning and Teaching, 70. See also Morgan and Saxton, Asking Better Questions, 7. 
403 Dillon, Questioning and Teaching, 71. See also Gary R. Collins, Christian Coaching: Helping Others Turn  
Potential into Reality (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2001), 80. 
404 Morgan and Saxton, Asking Better Questions, 79. 
405 Adams, Change Your Questions, 52. 
406 B. Preston Bogia, “Responding to Questions in Pastoral Care,” The Journal of Pastoral Care 39, no. 4 
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408 Bogia, “Responding to Questions in Pastoral Care,” 361. 
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Research 24, no. 4 (June 1983): 357. 
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avoid the negative410 or rely on words like “should,” which point to value judgments that 

someone may feel pressured to agree with.411 A question should approach neutrality and 

allow the respondent freedom to disagree without any negative judgment attached.412 

This research project depends on the possibility of formulating good and helpful 

questions. My goal here is to create questions that are specific to seasons of transition and 

discernment, and specifically focus on the conversations I have regarding seminary 

enrolment. Below are a selection of questions from various authors that I find most relevant. 

The section of this project on methodology413 contains the final list of questions I have 

chosen to use in conversations with prospective students.  

I believe a couple of framing questions can be helpful at the beginning of the 

conversation. First, What is your impression at this point of theological education? This 

question helps admissions personnel get a sense of what a prospective student already knows 

about seminary and therefore also the gaps in knowledge that the conversation should 

address. More importantly, the question helps admissions personnel get a sense of the 

perspective and attitude of the prospective student relative to theological education. Does the 

prospective student express enthusiasm? Naïveté? Doubt? Suspicion? Confusion? Having a 

sense of the general mindset of a prospective student vis-à-vis theological education helps 

admissions personnel know how to respond most appropriately to prospective students at an 

emotional instead of merely factual level.  

A second framing question is: What are some important questions that you hope this 

conversation will answer? This is a very pragmatic question that ensures the concerns of the 

                                                        
410 Dudley and Cummings, “Some Reflections on ‘Leading Questions,” 358. 
411 Dudley and Cummings, “Some Reflections on ‘Leading Questions,” 359. 
412 Dudley and Cummings, “Some Reflections on ‘Leading Questions,” 360-61. 
413 Pgs. 87-89. 
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prospective student remain front and center and the prospective student experiences the 

conversation as relevant and helpful. Allowing the prospective student’s explicitly-stated 

agenda to remain at the center of the conversation creates less space for the admissions 

counsellor’s agenda. 

Practical theologian Elmo Pienaar suggests some questions related to the presence and 

activity of God in one’s life and situation, such as: What is God up to in this situation? Are 

there things that keep God from working here? How would you want to experience the Lord 

in this situation? How does the Spirit lead you in this situation?414 James-Abra adds a few 

others: What seem to be the “footsteps of God” in your life as you experience them in 

particular events, relationships, and so on? What patterns do you notice?415 

James-Abra also suggests some questions related to one’s image of God and self: What is 

your primary image of God? Where did this image of God originate and how has it been 

present at various stages in your life? How have your images of God and yourself changed 

over time?416 Articulating one’s professed and operative images of God and recognizing 

when such images are distorted and even harmful, greatly aids a discernment process.417 

James-Abra suggests a question about the place of community (“spiritual friends”) in the 

prospective student’s life and discernment process.418 Likewise, ministry coaches Steve Ogne 

and Tim Roehl ask how a prospective student’s call has been affirmed both by circumstances 

and particular people close to them.419 This question gets at the communal nature of a good 

                                                        
414 Hendrik Elmo Pienaar, “The Misnomers of Spiritual ‘Directing’ and ‘Coaching,’” Acta Theologica 35, no. 1 
(June 2015): 162. 
415 James-Abra, “An Introduction to an Ancient Christian Ministry,” 20. 
416 James-Abra, “An Introduction to an Ancient Christian Ministry,” 20. 
417 Au and Au, The Discerning Heart, 111-17. 
418 James-Abra, “An Introduction to an Ancient Christian Ministry,” 20. 
419 Ogne and Roehl, TransforMissional Coaching, 151-163. 
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discernment process. An admissions counselor needs to lean on the wisdom of those who 

know a person well. 

James-Abra also proposes specific questions about a calling to ministry and the 

corresponding gifting: To which form of ministry is the person being called? What are the 

person's gifts for ministry? How has the person used these and what has been the fruit?420  

James-Abra helpfully proposes a question about context: What is the person's current 

situation and what opportunities and limitations does that impose?421 Being able to identify 

and integrate both possibilities and limitations into one’s outlook is a mark of spiritual 

maturity.422 

Christian coach Gary R. Collins suggests questions related to the actual process and steps 

of discernment:423 What are the options? What do you think is next?424 Martin Sanders, 

writing on mentoring, focuses the discernment process on the activity of God: What is God 

saying to you about this?425 A discernment process around seminary enrolment – or any life 

choice – must lead people toward hearing, trusting, and obeying God. The whole process 

must be submitted to God, asking God for aid and guidance, so it can be helpful to ask a 

prospective student exactly what that aid could look like: What do you need most from God 

right now?426 This could be anything from strength, to a sense of direction, to financial 

provision. Prayer with and for prospective students can focus on these needs. 

                                                        
420 James-Abra, “An Introduction to an Ancient Christian Ministry,” 20. 
421 James-Abra, “An Introduction to an Ancient Christian Ministry,” 20. 
422 Howard, A Guide to Christian Spiritual Formation, 93. 
423 Collins, Christian Coaching, 79. 
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Admissions personnel can also ask questions about values, such as: What matters most to 

you?427 It is important to identify what drives a decision. Is it finances (either the costs of 

tuition or increased future earnings)? Or is it the time required that would be taken away 

from other things? The benefits of learning? There is a wide variety of responses to each of 

these questions. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

A. Hypothesis 
 

In this project, I anticipate being able to demonstrate that the application of spiritual care 

practices related to helping people make decisions, when appropriately modified for the 

context of admissions at graduate theological institutions, results in prospective students with 

both a greater positive regard for their experience of the admissions process and a greater 

sense of the usefulness of the process in helping them determine their enrolment at seminary, 

compared with the baseline group. 

 

B. Methodologies and Limitations 

In conducting this research, I gathered self-reported data from a baseline group and an 

experimental group. For the baseline group, I contacted prospective students who had been in 

contact with ACTS about the possibility of enrolment at some point from the beginning of 

my tenure at ACTS Seminaries (beginning May 2016) up to immediately prior to the 

implementation of my project research. It was important to use only those who had 

interaction with me, and not my predecessors, in order to control for variables related to 

personal style and approach. The experimental group was prospective students from all 

throughout 2021 whose enrolment discernment experience included the spiritual care 

practices that are the focus of this research project.  

For data collection, I used two main methods. First, both groups received a 

questionnaire428 asking each person to reflect on their experience of the enrolment 

                                                        
428 See pg. 90. 
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discernment process. The questionnaire was a researcher-independent, consistent evaluative 

tool that gathered self-reported feedback. A strong advantage of a survey tool is that it 

captures a participant’s responses based on their own estimation of the interaction.  

Nevertheless, in much the same way that a researcher can be flawed in their assessment of 

an interaction, so can a prospective student, also based on their own biases. A prospective 

student may, for their own reasons, dislike certain aspects of the interaction or misinterpret 

the researcher’s intent in asking certain questions or neglecting to ask others. Such an 

interaction could potentially create a negative impression for that person. Because very dis-

satisfied people are generally one of two groups of people who complete surveys (the other 

being very satisfied people), I anticipate my results may artificially skew toward one or both 

extremes. In addition, in contrast to open-ended participant observation, a survey only 

measures results within pre-determined and bounded categories. The risk with such an 

instrument is that it does not measure all the relevant data, or perhaps misconstrues data due 

to poorly-worded questions that cause participant confusion or that measure something other 

than what the researcher intended to measure. 

Second, as part of my interactions with those in the experimental group, I made 

observations (Appendix B) and took notes about their responses to my questions and use of 

spiritual care principles. The primary advantage of the note-taking approach is having a 

direct and personal record of individual experiences. This open-ended method acknowledges 

the immense variability in the experiences of each person with whom I interacted. A 

personalized, experience-based research methodology allowed me to record various factors 

influencing the discernment process. Participant observation allowed me to understand and 
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record, in real time, how prospective students reacted to my questions and proposed best 

practices in spiritual care. 

One of the challenges or disadvantages of participant observation is in accurately 

representing and recording the experiences of students apart from the influence of my 

research agenda. Especially given I have a dual role in both asking questions and introducing 

discernment practices, and then observing the impact of those practices, I needed to be aware 

of the potential for shaping and manipulating data according to my own expectations and 

biases.  

Pairing observation with survey methods helps adjust for the deficiencies of each 

approach.  

 

C. Research Procedure  

To achieve a baseline sample, I sent a questionnaire to prospective students in the 

database from previous years. I focused on people at all stages of the admissions funnel 

(from inquiry through to enroled, including those who had withdrawn themselves from 

consideration) from summer 2016 to spring 2020, inclusive. People receiving this email were 

those who both (a) had declared themselves as Canadian citizens, permanent residents, or 

landed immigrants,429 as well as people who had no self-declared status but had provided a 

Canadian address, and (b) had expressed interest in English-language degree programs, 

                                                        
429 I limited the research population to Canadian citizens and permanent residents in order to solicit, as much as 
possible, responses from only those prospective students who were most likely to have had a personal 
interaction with an enrolment advisor. Furthermore, in my role, I have only had responsibility for interacting 
with prospective students who did not require a study permit. Because my experimental data set did not include 
international students, I did not include international students in the baseline group either. 
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excluding the MA in Linguistics and Translation.430 The total possible response pool was 

1,444, of which 132 people responded, for a response rate of 9.2%, considerably lower than 

then general 15% response rate for online surveys.431 I acknowledge that asking people to 

reflect on their experiences up to four years ago has limitations, primarily due to simply mis-

remembering or not remembering details. 

The questionnaire I sent to both the baseline and experimental groups is as follows. For 

each odd-numbered statement, I asked respondents to rate their agreement with the statement 

on a scale of one to five (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = 

strongly agree). For each even-numbered statement, I asked respondents to rate their sense of 

the importance of the previous element to their discernment process, according to a five-point 

scale (1 = unimportant, 3 = somewhat important, 5 = very important). 

(1) ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel expressed care during our interactions. 
(2) How important was/is this in your seminary discernment process? 
(3) ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel took the time to get to know me and 

understand my specific goals and background. 
(4) How important was/is this in your seminary discernment process? 
(5) ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel valued my story and encouraged me to tell it. 
(6) How important was/is this in your seminary discernment process? 
(7) ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel listened carefully to me and understood what 

I said. 
(8) How important was/is this in your seminary discernment process? 
(9) ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel encouraged me to access resources in my 

faith community and relational network in order to assist me in my decision-making 
process. 

(10) How important was/is this in your seminary discernment process? 
(11) ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel tried to help me hear and respond to God’s 

overall call in my life. 
(12) How important was/is this in your seminary discernment process?                                                         

430 I excluded Korean- and Mandarin-language programs and the MALT degree program from my research 
because each program has their own staff dedicated to enrolment discernment conversations with prospective 
students. 
431 Adam Ramshaw, “The Complete Guide to Acceptable Survey Response Rates,” June 28, 2017 (accessed 
September 7, 2019), https://www.genroe.com/blog/acceptable-survey-response-rate-2/11504. See also Andra 
Fyrear, “What’s a Good Survey Response Rate?” July 27, 2015 (accessed September 7, 2019), 
https://www.surveygizmo.com/resources/blog/survey-response-rates/.  
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(13) ACTS Seminaries admission personnel tried to help me determine the best program 
fit for my vocational and personal desires and goals. 

(14) How important was/is this in your seminary discernment process? 
(15) Overall, my encounter with ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel helped  

me to discern whether it is wise and beneficial for me to enrol in graduate       
theological education at this time. 
 

In addition to the research questions, for demographic context I asked each respondent to 

provide information regarding age, primary program of interest at the time of their enrolment 

discernment conversation, currently completed level of education at the time of their 

enrolment discernment conversation, and denominational affiliation. That information 

appears in Appendix B. I have not factored an analysis of that information into this project.  

Prospective students in the experimental group met the same basic criteria as those in the 

baseline group as far as program of interest and citizenship/residency. All participants in the 

experimental group had no previous substantive conversation about seminary enrolment with 

any ACTS Seminaries representative. 

The date range on conversations with prospective students in the experimental group was 

January 4 to December 23, 2021. The total number of conversation participants was 37, 35 of 

whom completed a survey. All participants in the experimental group provided me a signed 

consent form.432 

Prospective students in both the baseline and experimental groups received an email 

soliciting their assistance in improving the admissions experience at ACTS Seminaries. The 

email (Appendix C) contained a link to an online questionnaire. As part of the email sent to 

the experimental group only, I offered a nominal prize (a 1 in 10 chance of winning a $10 

Tims card) in order to improve response rates. Prospective students who so chose could 

identify themselves in their survey in order to be entered into the draw. The only expense in                                                         
432 See Appendix C for the consent form and all templates for written communication with research participants. 
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relation to the implementation of this project was purchasing the Tims cards. After every 

person from both the research and baseline groups completed the questionnaire, they 

received an email with information to help them debrief their experience.  
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RESULTS 
 

This section presents a comprehensive evaluation of the data from the questionnaire, 

mapping out both response ratings to the questionnaire statements as well as the importance 

ratings, and then comparing response ratings across the baseline and experimental groups.433 

‘S’ refers to the numbered statements in the questionnaire on page 90. ‘N’ refers to the 

number of people who responded to each particular question, from both the baseline and 

experimental groups respectively. The lightly shaded boxes show the highest responses; the 

more darkly shaded boxes show the lowest responses.   

 
Statement Baseline Experimental Rating 

Difference 
 Rating Importance Difference Rating Importance Difference  
S1, 2 (n = 
132, 35) 

4.14 3.67 -0.47 4.46 4.41 +0.05 +0.32 

S3, 4 (n = 
132, 35) 

3.76 3.82 +0.06 4.46 4.48 -0.02 +0.70 

S5, 6 (n = 
132, 35) 

3.22 3.08 -0.14 4.28 4.14 +0.14 +1.06 

S7, 8  (n = 
132, 35) 

4.00 3.95 -0.05 4.60 4.66 -0.06 +0.60 

S9, 10 (n 
= 132, 35) 

3.26 2.77 -0.49 4.00 4.01 -0.01 +0.74 

S11, 12 (n 
= 132, 35) 

3.11 3.43 +0.32 4.02 4.66 -0.64 +0.91 

S13, 14 (n 
= 132, 35) 

3.61 3.86 +0.25 4.43 4.71 -0.28 +0.82 

S15 (n = 
131, 35) 

3.66  4.26  +0.60 

 
The presentation of the data reflects my two-fold focus in analyzing it. My first goal is to 

determine whether participants in the experimental group self-reported an increased 

                                                        
433 See Appendix A for a full breakdown of the responses to each question.  
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agreement with the statements in the questionnaire over the baseline group. The experimental 

group rated all questionnaire statements on average 0.72 points higher than the baseline 

group. I take increased agreement with the questionnaire statements among the experimental 

group as a proxy for their increased satisfaction with their enrolment discernment process 

generally, which is indeed borne out by their significantly higher agreement with statement 

fifteen (“Overall, my encounter with ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel helped me to 

discern whether it is wise and beneficial for me to enrol in graduate theological education at 

this time.”). 

The highest increase was by 1.06 points, in response to statement five: “ACTS Seminaries 

admissions personnel valued my story and encouraged me to tell it.” This is not a surprise to 

me if I reflect back on my own practice early on in my tenure at ACTS. While expressing 

care and getting to know people were certainly high priorities, I did not regularly invite 

people to offer me extended versions of their faith story and how that led them to the step of 

applying to or expressing interest in seminary studies. Prior to completing the background 

research to this project, I did not fully understand the deep ways in which personal narrative 

effects life choices and trajectory, and how meaningful it can be to someone for another 

person to value their story and encourage them to tell it, no matter how convoluted, messy, or 

incomplete it is.   

Interestingly, the lowest increase was by 0.32 points in response to the first statement: 

“ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel expressed care during our interactions.” The gap 

can be mostly explained by the fact that the baseline group gave this statement their highest 

response rate. For the experimental group, the rating for this statement was second-highest 

among all responses. 
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The statement that corresponds to both the lowest agreement and the lowest importance 

rating, across both groups, is number nine: “ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel 

encouraged me to access resources in my faith community and relational network in order to 

assist me in my decision-making process.” A significant theme in my background research 

was the importance of community and trusted relationship in discernment processes. In my 

own discernment about seminary enrolment, the advice of trusted mentors and church leaders 

was paramount to me even considering seminary at all, let alone deciding it was indeed for 

me. Therefore, I was surprised to see the low importance and agreement ratings here.434  

In analyzing the data, I needed to clarify the intersection between the efficacy of my 

proposed questions and practices and the importance that prospective students placed on 

various aspects of the discernment process. While it is heartening to see the unequivocal 

trend toward greater agreement with the questionnaire statements, it is clear there are ways in 

which my practice is still not measuring up to the needs and expectations of prospective 

students. The importance experimental participants assigned to statements three, seven, and 

nine is only marginally below the statement rating (the difference being -0.02, -0.06, and -

0.01, respectively), which does not seem particularly significant. However, two statements 

stand out to as indicating lots of room for growth. First, statement 11: “ACTS Seminaries 

admissions personnel tried to help me hear and respond to God’s overall call in my life” 

(importance rating = 4.66, which is tied for second-highest; difference = -0.64). I see this 

statement more or less as the aim of my admissions practice, so I am not surprised to see the 

importance experimental group participants placed on it, but I am dismayed that they rated 

this as only 0.02 above the lowest-rated statement.                                                          
434 See pgs. 102-03 for more in-depth information on how the thinking of experimental group students could 
explain these numbers. 
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Second, statement 13: “ACTS admissions personnel tried to help me determine the best 

program fit for my vocational and personal desires and goals (importance rating = 4.71, 

highest on questionnaire; difference = -0.28). I am not surprised at the importance rating 

here, as it seems to me this is the primary thing (alongside statement 11) that prospective 

students want to figure out in the midst of a discernment process.  

The importance rating that experimental group participants associated with each statement 

is higher in every case. Because the focus of this research is on the mindset and satisfaction 

of the experimental group, this difference is not a significant concern for me, but it is worth 

noting here. It is unclear to me the reason for this discrepancy. My conjecture is two-fold. 

First, it may simply be that, because the baseline participants were reflecting on their 

experiences from in some cases four or more years ago, they found it hard to accurately 

recall the degree to which they would have found certain elements important at that time, 

especially if their values have since shifted. In addition, it may be that because the agreement 

ratings were uniformly lower, they internalized the message that these things were not as 

important to ACTS itself at that time as they are now, which altered their own view of the 

importance of these items. 

In addition, I collated the responses experimental group participants offered to the 

questions I asked them in conversation. I have coded responses according to the date on 

which I had each conversation (MR = March, MA = May) and I have removed identifying 

details. In the following section, I break down common themes across all the responses to 

each question. Not all people responded to all questions. Responses to several questions 
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overlap to a fair degree. I conclude with some general observations and demonstrate how the 

responses relate to the ratings people provide in the questionnaire.435  

On the question of themes and patterns people have observed as they reflect on God’s 

action in their life leading up to their current season of discernment,436 people speak of a 

passion for Christian ministry birthed through experiences in serving in various ministries 

(JA8, FE26-1, FE26-2, AP9, MA28, NO25), or due to a family legacy of ministry (SE20), 

though for at least one person, the thought of ministry is very new and strange (AU6). For 

some a genuine, personal faith in Jesus did not take root until the teenage/early adult years 

(AP9, AU19, NO5) or even later in life (JA11, AP6, AP29, AU5, SE3, DE9). Most 

prospective students clearly understand that their early experiences, especially in their family 

of origin, have shaped their passions and perspectives (JA18, JA28, FE26-1, MA17, MA25). 

Prospective students often described the gestation period for the dream of ministry and 

theological education as a long one over many years (JA8, JA15, MA25, SE20, OC13, 

OC26), over the course of which God has been patient and provided second chances, 

although some prospective students now realize they should have sought out ministry 

opportunities and theological training earlier (FE26-1, OC26, JA8). Prospective students’ 

sense of God’s leading often relates to the passions and interests they feel stirring in their 

own hearts, sometimes over a long time (JA11, JA13, JA29-1, FE26-1, MR17, AU5, DE9). 

They express the conviction that God has been active and leading them up to the current 

point (JA29-2, FE26-1), even when that leading is only fully evident in hindsight (JA8, 

                                                        
435 For the complete session notes, see the Appendix B. The notes are all my own based on conversations with 
prospective students, and are not verbatim recordings of the conversations. 
436 Liebert, The Way of Discernment, 55-65. The author calls memories, especially those of how God has been 
active in one’s life in the past, as “the first entry point into discernment” (55). See also Au and Au, The 
Discerning Heart, 94. Au and Au reflect on the possibility of using imagination about a preferred future to 
inspire hope and action in the present.  
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AP29). Hardship is a common theme, as something God has used to soften hearts and open 

people up to the hurt of others (JA11, JA13, NO25, DE15). In response, prospective students 

speak to a growing desire to serve and help others (JA15, JA26, JA28, JA29-1, MA19, 

MA25, MA26, NO25). God appears to be leading people to a place where they recognize the 

need to integrate their faith values into their personal and vocational decision-making (JA11, 

MA19). In general, God has used various life experiences, both good and bad, as a way of 

guiding (DE9); building skills and character (JA22, AU5); and clarifying and focusing 

passions, interests, goals, and options (FE18). There is a sense among prospective students 

that nothing is wasted, even when the experience and direction of life has not been as 

expected (JA15, AU5). For some, ministry opportunities have simply come along, which 

prospective students take to mean God is working behind the scenes to bring these things to 

pass (JA15, MA17). Some prospective students find themselves at a strange intersection of a 

desire for ministry training and the academic reality of grad-level study, with some feeling 

ready for it based on doing well in previous studies (JA22, MA28, AU6), though not all 

(NO5). Some prospective students are very unclear and tentative regarding possibilities for 

seminary and ministry (AU6, DE15), some simply remain unclear about the best options, 

(JA29-1), and others speak of having an intuitive and familiar sense of where God is leading 

(JA29-2, AP1). Some prospective students described themselves as being life-long learners 

(MA19, MA28), which fits well into pursuing seminary studies. 

Once I gained a general background to a prospective students’ discernment process, I 

wanted to drill down into what was happening for students in the midst of making a decision 

about ministry and seminary. What has God been saying in the previous days and weeks 

about this decision specifically? God has been speaking to prospective students through 
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family members (JA8, AP1) and others already in ministry who know the value of 

theological education (JA12). God has also been speaking through prayer (JA8, MR17), 

Scripture (AP1, AP29), dreams and visions (AP1, AU5, SE3), times of reflection (FE26-1), 

books (AP1, AP29, NO5), circumstances of God unexpectedly directing the way toward 

study and ministry (JA11, JA18, JA28, JA29-2, AP6, AP29, MA28), other life experiences 

(MA17, MA25), and emotions and yearnings (JA8, JA14, JA15, AP9, MA28, AU19, SE3, 

OC20, NO5, DE9). Prospective students are noticing a heaviness of heart in response to 

certain things around them that they feel the need to be prepared to address by gaining a 

theological education (JA8, JA12, MA25, AU5, AU19, DE15). There is also the sense that 

they need further training in order to confront the next – in some cases unknown – challenges 

and opportunities in life and ministry (JA26, JA29-2, FE16, AP9, AU19, SE3, NO25). Some 

prospective students have the conviction that God wants them to pursue seminary and now is 

the time (JA8, JA14, FE18, MA26, SE3, OC26). As a result, people are praying for God to 

open the right door (JA11). Others are less certain that it is God’s express desire for them to 

pursue seminary (JA22), but they operate with the assumption that God will close any doors 

they should not pass through (JA18). Still others have a sense that seminary is in their future 

at some point but God is calling them to wait for a season (JA13). At least one prospective 

student articulates a vague desire for something different and that God is at work in it 

somehow (AU6). Prospective students articulate a desire to walk at God’s pace, not letting 

their eagerness drive them too far ahead of God (JA22, AP1).  

I was curious to learn what prospective students desired from God in the midst of their 

discernment season. Many were simply unsure (JA11, MR17), but wanted God to allow them 

to have the sensitivity (AU5) and faith to embrace and move into whatever God would have 
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for them (JA15, MA26, NO5, DE9), even when it was hard to understand what God has in 

mind (JA11). In one form or another, clarity and God’s continued direction was the biggest 

desire among prospective students (JA26, JA28, JA29-1, FE16, FE26-2, AP1, AP6, MA25, 

MA26, MA28, SE20, NO25, DE9). Prospective students were very concerned for God to 

affirm where they are out of alignment with God’s plan and timing (JA13, JA15, JA26) or 

being led astray into scenarios of their own design (JA26, OC13). In effect, they wanted to 

know that God was refining the desires of their heart (JA22, AP9) and they are growing 

personally (MA17, AU19). In the midst of desires for something new, there was recognition 

that they need God’s grace to live within the limits imposed by life circumstances (AP6, 

NO25). Ultimately, people wanted to know God more deeply (FE26-1, AP1, AU5, AU19) 

and for God to use them according to God’s plan (SE3, OC26, NO5). There were also some 

very practical requests, such as provision of finances (JA12, MA28) and energy (MA28), but 

these were by far in the minority.  

Because many people had expressed a desire for God to work in their lives to show the 

way and bring their lives into alignment with God’s will, my follow up question was “Are 

there things that keep God from working in your life at this time?” A number of prospective 

students were surprised at this question, and not all decided to answer. Even when there was 

a willingness to answer the question, some were simply unsure (AU19, NO5). 

Unsurprisingly, a number of prospective students mentioned the limitations COVID-19 had 

imposed (JA26, FE16, FE26-1), as well as other life circumstances such as limited finances 

(OC26, NO5) and family (DE15). Most often, prospective students listed fear and 

(self-)doubt (JA8, FE26-1, MA26, AU6, OC13, OC26, NO5, DE19) as the main barriers. 

Others spoke about lack of clarity about next steps (JA8, SE3, AU6), insecurity (JA28); the 
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temptation to take an easier educational route (FE18), or simply unwillingness or 

disobedience (JA22, SE20). One person mentioned a lack of skills in spiritual attentiveness 

(MR17). I was glad to hear that where there were blocks that prospective students had 

identified, they had made good strides toward mitigating or eliminating these things (JA8, 

JA22, MA26). Howard Stone suggests that caregivers ask themselves a question about the 

role that sin plays in the problems of the person before them.437 Though prospective students 

named doubt or lack of faith, they did not label this as sin, nor did they identify any particular 

sins as roadblocks. 

I then asked a subsequent question related to my previous one: What opportunities and 

limitations does your current situation impose? In order to make a good decision, it is 

important to assess one’s barriers, assets, limitations, and opportunities. Often, limitations 

and barriers are easy enough to see, so part of my purpose in asking this question was to help 

prospective students identify factors that could help make seminary studies feasible. 

Responses touched on three common factors: time, finances, and location. For some, tight or 

insufficient finances were an obstacle (JA12, JA13, FE16, AP9, AP29, MA17, MA25, AU5, 

AU6, AU19, OC13, OC26, NO25, DE9); others had sufficient finances (JA8, JA11, JA15, 

JA18, MR17, MA28, NO5). For some, insufficient time and scheduling flexibility was an 

obstacle (JA14, JA15, NO5); others had sufficient time and flexibility (JA8, JA11, JA12, 

JA13, JA18, JA26, JA29-1, JA29-2, FE18, MR17, AP29, MA28, SE3, SE20, NO25). Some 

needed to study online (which is not possible in all ACTS programs) (JA8, JA14, AP9), and 

others had the flexibility to relocate (MA25, AU6, AU19). Sometimes, uncertainties about 

health (AP6, DE15) as well as life and ministry (JA13, FE16, MA17, MA28, AU6, OC13, 

                                                        
437 Stone, Theological Context for Pastoral Caregiving, 29. 
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NO25) posed challenges for committing to future ministry and studies. Stress related to life 

circumstances came up as a possible obstacle (JA29-2). Some identified certain mindsets as 

obstacles, such as doubt about the ability to succeed academically (JA22, JA28). 

One of the dangers of a discernment process in a higher education environment, wherein 

both the institution and the prospective student themselves are tempted to see the prospective 

student as an individual customer, is that the prospective student may not proactively access 

the wealth of wisdom available to them amongst the community of their family members and 

others who know them well. In order to encourage those conversations, I asked a question 

about the place of spiritual friends in their discernment process, and especially what those 

people have said about seminary and ministry.438 Howard Stone encourages caregivers to 

assess the adequacy of the other person’s “faith support resources.”439 Most people spoke 

about having friends/mentors (JA8, JA13, JA15, JA22, JA28, JA29-1, FE18, AP1, AP9, 

MA17, MA25, MA26, MA28, SE20, OC13, OC26, NO5, DE9, DE15), a spouse (JA8, JA11, 

JA13, JA28, FE18, AP6, AP9, MA25, MA28, OC13, NO5), family members (JA11, JA15, 

JA28, JA29-1, AP1, AP9, AP29, AU19, SE20, NO5), ministry colleagues/church leaders 

(JA8, JA26, JA29-1, AP6, AP9, AP29, AU6, AU19, SE3, SE20, OC13, OC26, NO25), 

university professors (JA11, JA13, JA15, JA29-1, AU6), church members (JA18, AP1, AU6, 

NO25), and therapists (JA13, MA26) who have been encouraging and supportive (FE 26-1, 

FE26-2). Some prospective students indicated seminary faculty, current students, and alumni 

(MR17) would be good people to approach, because they know the various programs, even if 

they did not know the prospective student personally. Some had not spoken widely yet to 

                                                        
438 Chandler, Kiple and Hagenberg, Christian Spiritual Formation, 168. Part of a healthy discernment process is 
the recognition and affirmation of others.  
439 Stone, Theological Context for Pastoral Caregiving, 31. 
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others about their desires for ministry and seminary (JA26, AP29, MA17) because they 

lacked that network of solid people from whom they might ask advice (MR17). Some people 

leaned very heavily on these conversations, whereas other people were more decisive and 

understand these conversations as mostly advisement (JA29-2). Occasionally, there were 

some dissident voices as well (OC13), who thought it would be too hard/too much work 

(JA8), weren’t sure of the value of seminary education (AU19), or cautioned against the 

emotional toll of ministering to those who are hurting (JA11, AP6). I was pleasantly 

surprised by the extensive relationship networks that most of these students were able to tap 

into in order to help make these decisions. Where people had not yet spoken to many others, 

I encouraged them to do so, even if it was still early in the decision-making process. 

Prospective students mentioned the specific feedback they received from others who had 

observed them exercising their skills. I was curious to know whether the prospective students 

themselves could identify their own ministry gifts, skills, and experiences, and how those 

may or may not have coincided with and affirmed their plans and ambitions.440 There are 

many different formal and informal expressions of ministry that people have tried their hands 

at, with a number of people specifically stating that their efforts have been well-received 

(JA8, JA11, JA26, AP9, DE9), their skills have been recognized and affirmed (JA29-1, 

JA29-2, AU6, AU19), and/or they have personally experienced the fruit of their efforts 

(JA13, JA14, JA15, JA18, JA22, FE16, MR17). A few prospective students had not yet had 

the opportunity to experience much ministry (AP29, AU5, OC13). At least one person was 

somewhat uncertain about how their previous experience and learning would indicate 

preparedness for seminary (SE3).                                                          
440 Chandler, Kiple and Hagenberg, Christian Spiritual Formation, 166. These authors challenge their readers to 
ask themselves this question. 
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The conversations I had with prospective students were very value-laden. I wanted to give 

the prospective students the opportunity to explicitly articulate those values by asking “What 

matters most to you?” A great number of people wanted to receive the training and the 

credential that would allow them to do meaningful work that serves others well (JA11, JA14, 

FE16, MR17, AP1, AP9, MA19, MA25, OC26) and glorify God (JA29-1, AP29, OC13, 

DE9, DE15). Some prospective students were focused on receiving an education that 

centered on a strong conviction of the authority of the Bible and the importance of sound 

theology (JA22, FE26-1, FE26-2, AU5, OC26). Others sought an education that was 

relevant, with long-term, broad value (JA26, JA28, FE16, MA28). Still others saw the 

purpose of theological education as providing opportunity for deeper relationship with God 

(JA29-2, FE16, AP1). Being with others in a genuine, encouraging, and dynamic peer 

learning community was important to some (AU5, SE5, SE20) A few people were more 

focused on the discernment process itself, wanting to know that they would make the right 

decision and fulfill God’s will for their lives (AP6, MA17, MA26, MA28, AU16, AU19, 

NO5, NO25).  

I wanted to press students to identify good decision-making practices and how they could 

employ those techniques they had used successfully in the past. Prospective students spoke 

about the importance of focusing one’s desires on the most important and necessary things 

(JA22, DE15) and identifying feelings of peace and conviction (JA29-1, FE16, FE26-2, AP1, 

MA25, AU5). There was also an encouragement to use imagination to simulate what would 

happen in each choice scenario (JA29-2, MA17). Some very practical suggestions included 

gathering as much information as possible441 (JA29-1, FE16, MA26, NO25), journaling                                                         
441 Liebert, The Way of Discernment, 20. The author rightly reminds the reader that a discernment process is not 
magic; one still needs all the relevant information in order to make the best possible decision. 
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(FE26-1, MA17, MA28), conducting an audit of what resources one has and what sacrifices 

one is willing to make (MR17, OC13), making a list of pros and cons (JA29-1, JA29-2, 

FE16, FE26-1, MR17, NO25), searching the Scriptures (JA29-1, FE16, AP1, AP6, AP9, 

DE9), identifying circumstances in one’s life that could be pointing toward open doors 

(JA26, FE16, FE26-2, AP6, AU5, AU19, DE9), and relying on the counsel of others (JA29-

1, FE16, FE18, FE26-1, AP1, AP6, AP9, MA17, MA26, MA28, AU5, AU6, SE20, NO5, 

NO25, DE9, DE15). Prayer was also a very important discernment tool for prospective 

students (JA29-1, JA29-2, FE16, FE26-1, AP9, MA17, AU6, OC26, NO5, NO25, DE9).  

I finished my conversations with a very practical question: What is your best next step? I 

hoped having prospective students say these things aloud would help them to commit to 

them. There were a few common themes. Unsurprisingly, most people said prayer (JA8, 

JA13, FE16, FE26-1, FE26-2, AP29, MA17, AU6, SE3, OC26, NO5, DE9, DE15), and some 

said they needed further time to reflect (JA26, FE26-2, MA17, MA28 AU6, NO5). For those 

looking at expanding their ministry roles within their current church, talking to pastoral staff 

and church leaders was a logical next step (JA8, JA11, AU5), especially if the church had 

indicated it might provide finances toward seminary studies (JA12). Prospective students 

planned to talk to trusted people in their relational network (JA11, FE26-1, FE26-2, AP6, 

SE20) or those involved with the seminary (ACTS faculty, university staff, current students, 

alumni) (JA11, JA13, JA22, MR17). Sometimes the best next step was not to take any step 

right away but to wait to see how various life and family issues would work themselves out 

in the coming months (JA13). Some prospective students planned to make a very careful 

audit of their available time to see whether studies would be feasible (JA13). Others needed 

time to look more thoroughly at the various school and program options (FE18, MA26, 
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OC13). A significant number of prospective students felt they had arrived at the point where 

they just needed to pick a school (JA15, AU19) and apply (JA18, JA28, AU5, SE20, NO5, 

NO25, DE9, DE15). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  

107  

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

My research question has been whether incorporating recognized spiritual care practices 

into discernment conversations with prospective students increases the likelihood that those 

students describe the discernment conversation as helpful for determining enrolment in 

seminary. I chose to investigate this because I am believe that when Christian higher 

education institutions see prospective students primarily as customers, they inadvertently 

encourage utilitarian and individualist decision-making processes that do not give appropriate 

attention to the activity of God. If spiritual formation is indeed a value for a Christian higher 

education institutions, the spiritual formation experience ought to begin from the very first 

conversation a prospective student has with admissions personnel. This would allow 

prospective students to grow in appreciation for and sensitivity to how God guides and what 

God would want for their future. My notes on conversations with prospective students 

strongly point to prospective students’ own desire to have a formative spiritual care 

experience as part of their enrolment discernment process. Such an experience helps those 

who choose to enrol to feel connected to the seminary staff and community, and more 

accurately shapes their expectations of seminary study.    

A focused outcome of this project is the development of an approach to enrolment 

discernment conversations based on relationship-building with prospective students and the 

conviction that God is at work in the interpersonal dynamics of those conversations and the 

hearts and minds of prospective students through the Holy Spirit. Another outcome is a set of 

conversational habits (paying attention, valuing people, expressing compassion, and working 

with narratives) and questions that allow seminary admissions personnel to engage with 
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prospective students with sensitivity, care, and expertise at a critical decision point. In order 

to develop this approach, technique, and questions, it was first necessary to highlight that 

God is present and active among God’s people and that God’s frequently human-mediated 

presence and guidance creates space for seminary admissions personnel to help prospective 

students seek, hear, and respond to God. Having established the appropriateness and 

necessity of seminary admissions personnel providing care for prospective students, I 

consulted psychological research on nonconscious cognitive processes, discernment 

processes, and well-considered and helpful questions. Admissions personnel who have a 

thorough understanding of these three areas are better able to engage in caring conversations 

with prospective students.   

Using session notes and the questionnaire I developed have allowed me to evaluate the 

effectiveness of my proposed practices. There was a marked increase among experimental 

group participants in satisfaction with the enrolment discernment conversation experience in 

general, when compared to baseline group participants. Prospective students also had the 

opportunity to rate the most important aspects of their discernment process.     

In order to share my ideas and gain feedback on my research, I presented a workshop at 

the Association of Theological Schools’ Student Personnel Administrators Network (SPAN) 

annual conference on March 30, 2022. Though my research has taken place within the ACTS 

Seminaries context, the ATS SPAN presentation allowed me to share my ideas with others in 

the ministry of seminary recruitment. It also provided an opportunity to clarify to what extent 

my findings might have implications for graduate theological schools in other traditions, as 

well as potentially Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) schools, and 

Bible colleges.  
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I propose three areas for further study. First, it would be helpful to understand how printed 

marketing materials and websites can shift from student-as-customer messaging toward 

caring spiritual formation messaging, while remaining attractive to prospective students and 

effective at generating interest in a school. Second, I would like to explore how to increase 

prospective student agreement with the two questionnaire statements that had the biggest 

difference between satisfaction and importance for the experimental group: “ACTS 

Seminaries admissions personnel tried to help me hear and respond to God’s overall call in 

my life” and “ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel tried to help me determine the best 

program for my vocational and personal desires and goals.” Third, it would be helpful to ask 

prospective students to identify additional areas of importance in a discernment process. 

My strong recommendation is for ACTS to once again distribute the Association of 

Theological Schools’ Entering Student Questionnaire to all newly-enrolling students. Having 

access to reliable and consistent data over the course of years would be another way to fine-

tune the recruitment and admissions discernment process in the midst of prospective 

students’ shifting needs, desires, and perspectives.     

My project has demonstrated that incorporating recognized spiritual care practices into 

discernment conversations results in a marked increase in the helpfulness of such 

conversations for prospective students. I would recommend other graduate theological 

schools consider adopting these practices. A longitudinal study would be required in order to 

determine whether my practices translate into increased enrolment and retention across 

programs, as well as age and gender demographics.  
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix A: Results 
 

Here is a breakdown of the individual results for each questionnaire statement. 
 
ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel expressed care during our interactions. (n = 132, 35) 
 

Rating % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Importance  % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Strongly 
agree 

36 57 Very 
important 

43 60 

Agree 48 13    
Neutral 12 2 Somewhat 

important 
47 37 

Disagree 2 0    
Strongly 
disagree 

2 0 Not 
important 

10 3 

Average 
rating 

4.14 4.46 Average 
rating 

3.67 4.14 

 
ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel took the time to get to know me and understand my 
specific goals and background. (n = 132, 35) 
 

Rating % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Importance  % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Strongly 
agree 

22 51 Very 
important 

53 77 

Agree 46 43    
Neutral 20 6 Somewhat 

important 
37 20 

Disagree 11 0    
Strongly 
disagree 

2 0 Not 
important 

10 3 

Average 
rating 

3.76 4.46 Average 
rating 

3.82 4.48 
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ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel valued my story and encouraged me to tell it.  
(n = 132, 35) 
 

Rating % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Importance  % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Strongly 
agree 

11 51 Very 
important 

31 63 

Agree 27 26    
Neutral 39 23 Somewhat 

important 
44 31 

Disagree 21 0    
Strongly 
disagree 

2 0 Not 
important 

25 6 

Average 
rating 

3.22 4.28 Average 
rating 

3.08 4.14 

 
ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel listened carefully to me and understood what I said. 
(n = 132, 35) 
 

Rating % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Importance  % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Strongly 
agree 

30 69 Very 
important 

57 86 

Agree 50 29    
Neutral 13 3 Somewhat 

important 
37 11 

Disagree 6 0    
Strongly 
disagree 

2 0 Not 
important 

6 3 

Average 
rating 

4.00 4.60 Average 
rating 

3.95 4.66 
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ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel encouraged me to access resources in my faith 
community and relational network in order to assist me in my decision-making process.  
(n = 132, 35) 
 

Rating % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Importance  % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Strongly 
agree 

5 37 Very 
important 

19 54 

Agree 27 31    
Neutral 34 26 Somewhat 

important 
52 43 

Disagree 30 6    
Strongly 
disagree 

4 0 Not 
important 

28 3 

Average 
rating 

3.26 4.00 Average 
rating 

2.77 4.01 

 
ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel tried to help me hear and respond to God’s overall 
call in my life. (n = 132, 35) 
 

Rating % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Importance  % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Strongly 
agree 

9 37 Very 
important 

43 86 

Agree 26 46    
Neutral 37 17 Somewhat 

important 
37 11 

Disagree 23 0    
Strongly 
disagree 

5 0 Not 
important 

20 3 

Average 
rating 

3.11 4.02 Average 
rating 

3.43 4.66 
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ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel tried to help me determine the best program fit for 
my spiritual, vocational, and personal desires and goals. (n = 132, 35) 
 

Rating % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Importance  % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Strongly 
agree 

22 54 Very 
important 

54 89 

Agree 39 34    
Neutral 20 11 Somewhat 

important 
36 9 

Disagree 16 0    
Strongly 
disagree 

3 0 Not 
important 

10 3 

Average 
rating 

3.61 4.43 Average 
rating 

3.86 4.71 

 
Overall, my encounter with ACTS Seminaries admissions personnel helped me to discern 
whether it was wise and beneficial for me to enrol in graduate theological education at this 
time. (n = 131, 35) 
 

Rating % of 
baseline 
respondents 

% of 
experimental 
respondents 

Strongly 
agree 

21 37 

Agree 43 51 
Neutral 21 11 
Disagree 12 0 
Strongly 
disagree 

3 0 

Average 
rating 

3.66 4.26 

 
What was your age range (at the time of your enrolment conversation)? (n = 132, 35) 
 

Range # of 
baseline 
respondents 

# of 
experimental 
respondents 

24 and 
under 

11 6 

25-34 24 10 
35-44 36 8 
45-54 30 9 
55-64 27 2 
65+ 4 0 
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What was your primary program of interest? (n = 131, 35) 
 

Program # of 
baseline 
respondents 

# of 
experimental 
respondents 

Graduate Diploma – Christian Studies 8 5 
Master of Arts – Christian Studies 18 4 
Master of Arts – Chaplaincy and Spiritual Care 18 7 
Master of Arts – Apologetics 6 n/a 
Master of Arts in MFT / Master of Christian Studies in 
MFT 

26 10 

Master of Divinity 10 3 
Master of Divinity (Immerse) 1 0 
Master of Theological Studies 8 1 
Master of Theology 4 1 
Post-Master’s Certificate in Spiritual Care 7 1 
Doctor of Ministry 16 2 
Undecided 9 1 

 
What was your highest level of education (at the time of your enrolment conversation)?  
(n = 131, 35) 
 

Education Level # of baseline 
respondents 

# of experimental 
respondents 

Completed high school 3 0 
Some college or university completed 15 11 
University of college completed 65 14 
Graduate/Master’s Completed 44 9 
Doctoral degree completed 4 1 
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What was your denominational affiliation (at the time of your enrolment conversation)?  
(n = 131, 35) 
 

Denomination # of 
baseline 
respondents 

# of 
experimental 
respondents 

Baptist General Conference 8 4 
Canadian Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches 19 4 
Evangelical Free Church of Canada 10 0 
Fellowship of Evangelical Baptist Churches 11 1 
Other Baptist 13 6 
Mennonite 12 0 
Pentecostal/Holiness 12 3 
Christian and Missionary Alliance 8 2 
Presbyterian 3 0 
Lutheran 2 0 
Anglican 4 1 
Salvation Army 1 1 
Non-denominational 12 9 
Other 16 6 
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Appendix B: Session Notes Summary 
 
How has your experience so far with God led you to this point? What patterns do you notice 
in how God has worked in your life? 

 JA8: Experience in Christian university and a church plant provided a frame and 
passion for ministry. Realizes God is a God of second-chances and now is the time to 
pursue study; the dream has never left, even in the midst of many years of secular 
employment. Has impressions from God that, even in the midst of feeling 
uncomfortable, something is God’s will. God’s leading has often been apparent in 
hindsight. Recognizes God can also lead according to passions, but this cannot be the 
only indicator, as sometimes God leads us into things we don’t like or aren’t good at. 

 JA11: Strong faith tradition from family of origin, but truly embraced the Lord later 
in life. God has been working to soften JA11’s heart through own journey of 
infertility and adoption, especially adopting children with significant needs; wants to 
support parents in adoption and caring for challenging children. Has seen a lot of 
mental health issues in kids’ friends and wants to address those needs. Has liked 
counselling. Wants to integrate faith into practice.  

 JA13: Has always had a desire to work in helping professions and wants to be better-
equipped to help others. Really resonated with undergrad counselling courses. Has 
had difficult experiences in past with family, and has seen the power of helping 
relationship in a time of crisis. Has seen martial brokenness among friends and has 
entered into those spaces. God has given JA13 a heavy heart for broken marriages 
and family situation and a desire to help. 

 JA15: Isn’t currently doing the kind of ministry JA15 initially thought expected, 
though recognizes a call to ministry as early as high school. Grew to love the 
currently ministry as continued to be exposed to it. God has worked through 
experiences of illness and circumstances that have moved family around; current 
ministry position more or less fell into JA15’s lap. Very few “lightning bolt” 
moments in faith journey. 

 JA18: Understands current pastoring role as helping people to understand the Word, 
thus pursuing studies to do that better. Grew up in CRC, which has an authoritative 
view of Scripture and strong preaching and theological emphasis. One years at TEDS 
exposed JA18 to those who taught students the wonder of God’s Word. Feels need to 
be responsible with the resources God has provided. 

 JA22: Has accumulated a lot of practical experience in leadership that was a good set 
up for academic success in undergrad studies later in life, though was not initially 
sure was very academically-inclined. Senses a growing passion and interest in 
leadership. Has learned to adopt a learning perspective in each interaction with others. 
Has learned how to be open to admitting being wrong and where help is necessary. 
Has identified own gift of spiritual perceiver and prophet. Understands that own 
experience of God working is unique, and is learning how to articulate that unique 
perspective to others. 

 JA26: Pursing further education has always been in response to a need JA26 sees in 
the church and wider community. Feels the call to be a resource person to equip 
others. 
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 JA28: Since very young, has felt desire to be a comforter to others. Has had hard and 
negative experiences in life, but has received comfort and healing through God and 
wants to offer the same to others. Wants and needs more training and personal 
awareness in order to be an effective helper. 

 JA29-1: Has always felt a call and passion to be a helper. Loves and values marriages 
and wants to strengthen them. Finds it hurtful to see them fall apart. Has continued to 
prayerfully consider whether to pursue education, and feels the desire to keep going. 
There are other options on the table, but ACTS seems to be the best one.  

 JA29-2: Sees God’s guidance as constant; always believe that God is leading. 
Sometimes puts out fleeces, but usually first has a sense of the way in which God is 
leading. 

 FE18: Has own experience with a Christian counsellor several years. It was a very 
holistic approach, which FE18 really valued. Wants to be able to be better equipped 
to do current ministry with teenagers. God has been narrowing down vocational 
options. 

 FE26-1: God has been doing a lot of nudging for a long time; FE26-1 has sometimes 
denied the nudge. In high school, realized a passion for kid’s ministry. Had lots of 
ministry opportunities later, through which God spoke. Clearly experienced moments 
that God orchestrated. Own mom was kid’s pastor. Pastors and leaders have spoken 
into FE26-1’s life. Passion: to see kids engaged in the Gospel. 

 FE26-2: God has been faithful and lead into lots of training and service opportunities. 
 MR17: Has a passion for Jesus, and faith is central. Has seen God use own testimony 

to touch others. 
 AP1: Has become very familiar with God’s call to “go” and has practiced obedience. 
 AP6: Wants to make an honest commitment to faith and acknowledging Jesus as 

Saviour. Has felt God leading into deeper places of faith. He has experienced a call to 
God as an adult, after getting married. Is used to studying faith as an intellectual 
exercise, but feels God is moving him beyond that. 

 AP9: Grew up in a Catholic family; as a teen came to a personal relationship with 
Jesus, and become involved in a local church. Involved in school fellowship at 
university. He had a passion for telling people about Christ. Has been bi-vocational in 
pastoring and engineering. Started ministries, done evangelism, done church work, 
and seen lots of fruit. 

 AP29: Grew up in Christian home and Christian school, but didn’t understand it or 
make it personal. Went to university to pursue own track to money and prestige. Is 
now aware that God has been guiding, but did not see it at the time.    

 MA17: Has been thinking very carefully about seminary programs in the last year. 
God has provided many informal opportunities that naturally connected into other 
opportunities that affirmed chosen path and passion. Has personally seen the blessing 
of a stable family and wants to help other families. 

 MA19: Life-long learner, so loves to learn and very curious. Loves responding to 
God through art and music. God is calling to use their skills in this area. Has 
experienced very deep, intense, worshipful moments, especially in the midst of 
community. Intensely curious. Has felt a compassion for youth, underdogs, and 
marginalized. Sees how everything connects back to God and faith. 



  

118  

 MA25: Born in a Christian family but raised in a Christian orphanage since fourth 
grade. That was very hard. Accepted Jesus there and experienced God’s presence in 
that season and since. Had a call to ministry in grade 12 so attended Bible College 
after high school. God started to mold him in a new and different way. He 
experienced God’s love for everyone, even outside of the Church. Knew there was a 
purpose to MA25’s life, but was not exactly sure what that could look like. He ended 
up pursuing medical training and practice. 

 MA26: Story includes burnout, stress, and illness. Through this process has 
discovered how the noise in one’s own head blocks out God’s voice. Has experienced 
the desire for rest and to being taken care of by others. That planted the seed for 
having a retreat centre for people experiencing noise and burnout in life. Now owns 
the property that will eventually be used for this purpose. Has discovered 
contemplative disciplines of Christianity and has a spiritual director. Has also 
discovered the joy of writing as both a skill and a calling. Feels like an MA would be 
an important step forward in credibility and learning. Has been supporting people at 
the end of life and in grief. 

 MA28: Had a call to full-time ministry at 14. Went to Salvation Army College in the 
80s but a difficult event got in the way so had to leave formal ministry, but has 
worked in a lay capacity for years. Recently has felt a call back to formal ministry. 
BA Psych provided the skills to understand and work with people. Is a life-long 
learner. 

 AU5: Knows God has been very active in shaping his life even before he was a 
believer. He has people and public speaking skills from his previous employment. He 
was unexpectedly invited to immigrate to Canada, where he became a believer. Then 
God stirred up a passion in his heart for the Word of God. 

 AU6: As a young person, never thought to consider ministry. Experienced 
disillusionment with work and a growing desire to study God’s Word. Pastor told him 
to go to Bible College and excelled academically. Had opportunity to preach and 
other opportunities to serve. Currently is unsatisfied with job, but has had health 
problems that have made it hard to commit to study. 

 AU19: Grew up in a Christian house, but drifted away from faith in high school. Hit 
rock bottom at point, recognize the event in own heart and then came back to the 
faith. Felt a need to totally revamp life. Had a very childish view of God. Went to 
Christian university, which was exciting. Had a spiritual encounter at a conference 
while there that changed life. Since then, has wanted to go to seminary. 

 SE3: Not from a Christian background, so needed a lot of rebuilding in life when 
saved in 2018. Has had a hard time growing in faith, but is currently at a church that 
is helping with growth through one-on-one mentoring, which has been a really 
positive experience. 

 SE20: Uncles and grandfather are all pastors. Ministry was a bit off putting at first, 
but eventually it was something that was appealing. Currently in a Christian. In the 
past, God has spoken through community and family. 

 OC13: God had always been working and planted a seed for further education, but 
has needed to mature enough to be able to respond appropriately and recognize that 
that education is supposed to be seminary. 



  

119  

 OC26: A repeated prompting in the spirit over several years to consider seminary. 
That has continued although has set it aside and tried to ignore it and put personal and 
financial obstacle’s in God’s way. Yet God is persistent. 

 NO5: God does surprising things, taking a kid who didn’t do very well in school and 
creating in the kid a desire to learn. 

 NO25: Born to teenage parents who became believers after NO25 was born. Had 
experiences in early years that led to a lot of guilt and shame that lasted a long time, 
so wants to help others who were struggling similarly. Committed to Christ at age 10 
after experiencing God’s great love. Immediately experienced a heart for the 
marginalized. Has been involved in soup kitchens and seniors visitation, among other 
ministries. Currently on staff at a church as an admin assistant. Is the first point of 
contact at the church, which is very gratifying. Also does spiritual care with the 
church. 

 DE9: Has a family where it was never okay to trust your feelings: Just ask God and 
use your brain. Received grace at 26 and started to get to know the voice of the Lord. 
Feelings and circumstances can be the guidance of the Lord. Also the Scriptures and 
words of wise people. Looks for all those things to align. Has sometimes put at a 
fleece and been surprised by God’s answer. 

 DE15: Grew up in a Christian household (saved at 8). Faith always been a part of life. 
Since 15 really started to dig into what to believe. Has kept that interest, but it has 
been more challenging over the last seven years, dealing with personal and family 
issues. Does not nearly have a sense of direction now. Lack of emotional connection 
with God, but that does not threaten their faith. 

 
What do you believe God is working in your life at this time? What has God been saying to 
you about this? 

 JA8: God works through words from others (esp. spouse), in prayer, and in feelings – 
esp.in having a breaking heart for people and institutions that are struggling. Believes 
God is saying now is the time; just needs to choose a school. 

 JA11: Sees God as guiding through circumstances and experiences. Therefore, the 
prayer has been “Lord, close and open the right doors.” Has been thinking about 
ministry for a long time, since involvement with Campus Crusade as a student.  

 JA12: Notices a lack of education and theology at current church, and feels and 
heaviness in the heart for it. Has a passion for apologetics and to pass on learning and 
faith. Parents and brother are in ministry and have seminary education, so sees the 
value of ministry and education. Has seen friends walk away from the church and it 
grieves the heart; wants to help friends find good answers about faith. 

 JA13: God said to take time between UG and MA to gain life experience, in order to 
both be a more effective counsellor and be seen by clients to be more mature. 

 JA14: Not sure what exactly is driving the passion and interest for chaplaincy, but it 
is something that has always been enjoyable. Likes to be part of the ebb and flow of 
life for others. Chaplaincy allows for that in a more focused way even that pastoral 
ministry. Heart is settled on this ministry and pursuing further education.  

 JA15: Feels a real draw to in-person, applied learning. 
 JA18: Wants to find redemption from a bad D.Min experience and Master’s thesis. 

Has chosen to pursue school as an act of faithful obedience, though it is not 
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specifically that God says to do. Trusts it will be the Lord’s will unless God indicates 
otherwise. Has been really busy until a year ago and needed to take a break; was also 
restless to learn more and but found self-study unfocused. Wishes had done it years 
ago.  

 JA22: God has not necessarily clearly articulated a definitive next step. Throughout 
COVID, God is solidifying what he has previously been working. Experiencing an 
increased willingness to embrace the person God wants, because actually already 
knows what that would look like. Focusing on walking at God’s pace. 

 JA26: Has lately been confronted with unexpected leadership challenges for which 
JA26 is not equipped for. Wants to move away from a reactionary leadership 
style.  In COVID, God is inviting ministry and personal growth toward being more 
focused and intentional in what is really necessary and important. 

 JA28: Has being thinking about school for a while. Parents said to go to grad school, 
but is this something JA28 wants? In the end, has decided it is. Was laid off, which 
seemed to be God saying to move on and creating space for the next thing. 
Experienced a very dark period in university of confusion and brokenness and 
distance from God. In this last year has experienced renewal and supernatural wisdom 
and guidance to pursue seminary studies. Has looked into other programs, but ACTS 
seems to be the best program fit.  

 JA29-2: Came to chaplaincy through a backdoor way. Spouse died, so was at a 
crossroads. Doesn’t want to go back into education profession for the long term. Felt 
freedom to leave doctorate unfinished. Wanted to do something different. 
Opportunities for spiritual care jobs kept coming up, but didn’t have the required 
training, so realized would need to pursue that training. Has wanted to do 
seminary/Bible College since high school. 

 FE16: Life is ministry, so wants to be prepared for whatever ministry life leads him 
to. 

 FE18: Has a strong conviction that non-seminary programs are the “easy way out”. 
Seminary education will be the most complete training. 

 FE26-1: COVID has created a lot more alone time to reflect. Gifts are applicable to 
current role, but has a vision for gifts being used elsewhere. Is in a Bible study now 
that is very deeply theological; it has stirred up hunger. 

 MR17: Has felt compelled for nearly a year to pray about next step in education for 
nearly a year. 

 AP1: Read some books recently that have encouraged bold faith; and then son-and-
law called immediately to invite participation in ministry in Canada. Looking into 
options and open doors, trusting that God will lead the way. In many ways, it looks 
impossible. Recently, heard God’s voice in the middle of the night, which is 
unprecedented. Believes this was God’s preparation for taking a big step of faith. God 
speaks often through familiar Scripture stories, which suddenly become real and 
vivid. God invites people to participate, rather than requiring it. God’s timing is 
different than our own. 

 AP6: Due to kidney disease, faith grew. Formed bonds with others in dialysis, 
including nurses. That experience made created an unexpected opportunity to 
consider chaplaincy. 
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 AP9: Wants MFT. Has seen a gap in the family structure, and has seen increasing 
disintegration of marriage, which is heartbreaking to see this in the Church, esp. how 
it impacts children. Has realized that God cannot just do something based on prayers; 
God needs trained workers in this area. It cannot just fall to pastors. Wants to take up 
the call to this ministry. 

 AP29: God has cut off avenues that previously seemed plausible; God has guided life 
by closing doors. God’s sovereignty is paramount. He has been reading Scripture and 
Christian books a lot and finding a great appetite for it and joy in it.   

 MA17: Has seen and experienced the value of just living life together with people 
and offering care in the moment as concerns arise in the midst of a caring 
relationship.  Values the educational opportunities has received and recognizes how 
they have been useful. 

 MA25:  When he moved to Canada, and ended up in end in Kelowna, met a couple 
who were working through family counselling. The needs of families are so 
important. Currently working in community services and has seen brokenness first 
hand. Hopes the learning in the program will also help own life and family. 

 MA26: Has wanted to pursue further education since undergrad study days. This 
would be the fulfillment of a dream. 

 MA28: Has recently received a Salvation Army territorial position in chaplaincy so 
that has helped point in the right direction. Retired in 2019 and wants to focus in 
chaplaincy at retirement home where has been working recently. These two things 
have both ignited the desire for chaplaincy. 

 AU5: Has a heart to see new people join the church, and for authentic 
intergenerational connection. Thinks may be able to help address this by moving into 
pastoral ministry. Had a dream recently. 

 AU6: It has been hard to discern God’s movements in the moment. In hindsight it is 
easy. Does have the sense that God has something more and different in store. 

 AU19: In the past year, has really wanted to go to seminary. As an elementary 
teacher, felt it is very hard to teach what is wrong. Wasn’t able to witness. Needs to 
understand how the Gospel works in life and whether it is possible to be a teacher in a 
public school setting. Needs a Christian learning community for support.   

 SE3: God has provided a revelation and asked her what SE3 would be willing to give 
up. God has asked SE3 to pursue him for intentionally. Feels the need for equipping 
to proclaim the Gospel boldly. Has a passion to witness to family and friends who are 
primarily not believers. Wants to be the person who has answers to the big questions 
people are asking. Has considered some other career and educational options, but 
knows those are not the best options for this season. Needs theological education first. 
Needs a community of peer learning. 

 SE20: God is currently in the process of softening heart toward ministry; in general 
seminary seems a good next step. 

 OC13: No one specific thing, but God has revealed things about OC13’s life. 
Realized needs to get out of the way if furthering learner is to occur. 

 OC26: Has the conviction God has been preparing OC26 to make this decision. That 
has included a lot of ugliness and pain, but has seen the growth through it. It is not 
about making a decision per se, but about deciding on obedience. God comes through 
when OC26 decides to move forward. 
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 NO5: Has an incredible passion to learn, study, and teach, and wants to grow in that. 
Times are study are a form of worship. 

 NO25: Has had a consistent desire for being equipped. She has always thought that 
not having an education has been a barrier because doesn’t have the skills. Also in 
denomination education is highly valued so has a slight sense that others may not 
view her as qualified. 

 DE9: Desires are key to flourishing life; God works as people pursues God-given 
desires. Desires further education, even in the midst of fear and insecurity. 

 DE15: A few factors drove interest in counselling. Wants to complete education now 
in order to care for ill family member in the future so. Struggles in teen years showed 
the need to be equipped to help teens go through things, specifically family issues. 
 

How would you want to experience God in this season? 
 JA11: Unsure. Is open to God’s logic-defying mystery in God’s plans. 
 JA12: Provision of finances. 
 JA13: Needs to make sure knows whether desire for education and counselling 

matches with God’s timing. 
 JA15: God needs to make clear that the program and timing is the best. Doesn’t want 

to have to lay out a fleece like Gideon! But will serve as has ability and according to 
circumstance. Will embrace opportunity for education if God allows.  

 JA18: Continued affirmation of learning and ministry. Not at a crisis point where 
needs something specific from God desperately. 

 JA22: Wants God to refine the desires of the heart. 
 JA26: Is asking God for clarity. Is this education the best at this time? Needs to learn 

to trust that this opportunity is from God, and not just something based in human 
desire and accomplished with human strength. 

 JA28: Does not feel like “ACTS is definitely where I have to be.” Does not feel like 
there is writing in the sky, but trusts God is directly steps.  

 JA29-1: Continued direction. 
 JA29-2: Seminary training seems like an obvious option: it is in God’s heart for all to 

learn more about him and be equipped with skills of compassion. The knowledge and 
skills to be gained are so applicable to any area of life.  

 FE16: Steady renewal. Clarity. 
 FE18: Conviction and confidence. 
 FE26-1: To get to know God more deeply. 
 FE26-2: Clarity. 
 MR17: Not sure. 
 AP1: Wants to know Christ more, and have a deeper prayer life. Expects to see 

fruitfulness. Needs God to clarify the road ahead. 
 AP6: Learning to live within the limits imposed by life circumstances. Wants clear 

direction; looking at other areas as well, which seem quite divergent. 
 AP9: Needs a sense of peace in decision-making: “Lead me to the right place to get 

the right resources to be useful in service to God and others.” God’s wisdom and will 
over all. Needs to be attentive to how God leading the heart, but isn’t looking for a 
sign. That God would give the desires of the heart. 
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 MA17: Is looking for a counsellor herself right now. Wants that experience of 
personal growth, and recognizes will need to deal with some personal issue before is 
prepared to engage in an intensive program like MFT. 

 MA25: Clarity. 
 MA26: Praying that God would direct to the right program. Needs faith to see past 

the financial risk. Can’t see the whole picture. A contemplative emphasis is 
something unfamiliar and outside of the mainstream, but yet exerts a very strong 
draw. 

 MA28: Wants really clear direction on best direction in the mature years of life. 
Wants the needed energy and resources. 

 AU5: Needs a deeper fellowship with God and to learn to lean on God’s guidance. 
 AU6: The Lord’s will be done. Wants to feel God’s nudge in the right direction. 

Wants to be sensitive to the prompting of the spirit. 
 AU19: Is asking for spiritual growth. Needs people who challenge toward growth. 

Wants God to be the focus long-term. 
 SE3: Equipping to speak truth to those who are eager to hear. 
 SE20: God has always spoken clearly when change is on the horizon in the past, but 

there is not a lot of clarity now in either vocational or education. So wants to hear 
clearly. 

 OC13: Wants to respond to God’s call faithfully, not just striking out to do something 
exciting in order to take a break from work that is no longer finds fulfilling. 

 OC26: “Use this life of mine that you have given me in the life of others in a mighty 
way.” 

 NO5: To be able to respond to God with faith and courage in order to be as equipped 
as possible and this as useful to God as possible. 

 NO25: Praying for clarity – is this from God? Is it the right reason? Or could God 
give the gift of contentment in current situation. 

 DE9: To be able to clearly hear and obey God’s will. 
 DE15: Wants to connect with God emotionally and sense God’s presence. 

 
Are there things that keep God from working in your life at this time? 

 JA8: If anything, it is fear, uncertainty, and doubt, but those are falling away. 
 JA22: Any unwillingness to actually do what God is calling him to do, though that is 

diminishing. 
 JA26: Just COVID. Is feeling disconnected from the community, as 75% of ministry 

at the church has been working from home.  
 JA28: a sense of personal and academic insecurity.  
 FE16: COVID; it means we sit around and think more, and we get ahead of God’s 

movement.  
 FE18: The temptation to take an easier route. 
 FE26-1: COVID; confusion (has no clear school of choice).  
 MR17: May not be attentive enough to discern. 
 MA26: God has also been speaking to fears and lies about capabilities. God has been 

doing some work to offer freedom from these things. 
 AU6: Fear, uncertainty. 
 AU19: Unsure. 
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 SE3: Lack of clarity about next steps. 
 SE20: Has a habit of ignoring God, but is trying to be more attentive. 
 OC13: Own attitudes, fears, and self-doubt. Has built up a lot of excuses. 
 OC26: Personal and financial difficulties; fear and doubt. 
 NO5: Worries about finances and personal strongholds are holding back growth. 
 NO25: Unsure. 
 DE9: Has been asking God: “have I actually been saying no to you because I haven’t 

felt like I have been enough.” 
 DE15: Mental health and family issues. 

 
What is the place of spiritual friends in your life and discernment process? How has your 
desire for seminary been affirmed by circumstances and those close to you? 

 JA8: Has spiritual friends and mentors. Co-ministers and spouse are supportive, but 
some friends are discouraging because they think seminary would be too hard or too 
much work. 

 JA11: Has affirmation from spouse and one undergrad prof. Brother cautioned to 
truly take stock of how much it will actually be possible to minister to hurt and 
challenging people on a consistent basis. 

 JA12: Church is interested in helping fund education; family is supportive of 
education. 

 JA13: Spouse, friends, university professors, even therapist, said to pursue this. 
 JA15: Has lots of friends and mentors that can process things with. Family, friends, 

and faculty, are all supportive. 
 JA18: Continues to receive affirmations of teaching ministry from the church 

leadership and congregation. 
 JA22: Has a good friend who is the one person who can really understand JA22’s 

spiritual life. Very few people are able to help in the same way by hearing from God 
and communicating it. Would love to have more of this.  

 JA26: Has mentioned it to a few others, but no in depth conversations yet. Those will 
happen yet, but is still in the initial stages of information seeking. Senior pastor has 
encouraged it. 

 JA28: Spouse and in-laws are very supportive. They have affirmed gifting in this 
area. Close friends would affirm the same: “You were born/called to do this.” 

 JA29-1: Has lots of support from family, friends, church leaders, and undergraduate 
faculty. 

 JA29-2: Is a very decisive person; conversations with friends are more for 
confirmation rather than actually asking questions. People have strongly affirmed 
course of action. 

 FE16: People and circumstances confirm general desire for more education, but not a 
specific direction for a particular program. 

 FE18: Current job has slowed, due to pandemic; more time to reflect and look at 
education options. Has been talking with spouse, friends, and mentors.  Felt too 
intimidated right out of university to be a counsellor or do advanced training. But it is 
about being called, not equipped. 

 FE26-1: People see a lot that has hard time recognizing in herself. Everyone has been 
very supportive. 
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 FE26-2: People have been generally supportive. 
 MR17: Others have confirmed giftings. Needs to connect with others who are 

graduates of the program. Needs to invest in relationships, which has started to do 
that this last 1.5 years. Needs people to come alongside and offer care. 

 AP1: Has trusted people. Mentors and family have been affirming, some surprisingly 
affirming. Has shared as widely as possible. Current church has expressed their 
support. 

 AP6: Pastor encouraged seminary. Spouse has been very supportive; thinks that it 
would be the best career, but is cautious about what it would entail. Small group 
friends are supportive. Nurses in dialysis also said it was good.  

 AP9: Spouse, kids, pastors, and mentors have been encouraging. They know desire 
has been percolating for five years. 

 AP29: Has spoken with pastor and family members. Parents are supportive. Pastor is 
supportive. But doesn’t share his feelings very widely with others. 

 MA17: Mentor is excited. Hasn’t had the opportunity yet to talk to lots of people, as 
is just in the earlier stages of considering this possibility. 

 MA25: Talked to spouse, who is happy, and also two spiritual friends and also 
landlord. Landlord will make connections with professional counsellors to talk about 
profession. Everyone is happy and supportive. 

 MA26: The desire has been very much confirmed by very dear friend. Others have 
often said is a very good listener. She is also a non-anxious presence. Two of her 
counsellors have validated the call to spiritual stillness and spiritual direction.   

 MA28: Spouse has been very supportive of ministry and education pursuits. Several 
friends has been affirming of ministry and education over the years. 

 AU5: Has talked to spouse, who is supportive, but not a lot of other people yet. I said 
talking to pastor would be a good net conversation. 

 AU6: People have affirmed giftedness to preach. Been invited into ministry by pastor. 
Hasn’t talked to anyone else yet about seminary except one professor from Bible 
school, who has encouraged him to go for seminary. Will plan to talk to both former 
pastor and new pastor. 

 AU19: Friends haven’t gone to seminary, so they aren’t really sure what to say, and 
it’s not a big priority for them. Met with the missions pastor at church, who said to do 
theological training before missions. Cousin really enjoyed her experience in Bible 
school and encouraged theological training. 

 SE3: Pastor’s wife always encourages theological education. Another person has said 
theological education is never wasted. 

 SE20: Has a good community around – friends, mentors, pastoral staff, and family. 
All have called out gifts for ministry. Even random people have affirmed it. Read 
grandpa’s memoir, and felt the torch being passed on. 

 OC13: Has talked to spouse, who is supportive, and pastors and friends are 
supportive. Haven’t told parents yet, who will probably try to steer in a different 
direction. 

 OC26: Has sought out the wisdom of pastors and friends. When is most doubting, 
God brings along someone to speak words of encouragement. Even non-Christian 
friends see seminary as a natural fit. 
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 NO5: Doesn’t talk widely about desire for seminary, but everyone around is 
supportive: spouse, a few Christian friends, uncle who is a pastor. 

 NO25: Has spoken with a few people and everyone has said it would be a good fit. 
They have identified a pastoral calling and affirmed heart for ministry. These are 
people in work and in church, including pastors and intercessors. 

 DE9: Very close group of people praying and encouraging to take this step. 
 DE15: Been in conversation with friends and others, who have said would be a good 

counsellor. Wants a Christian university and Trinity is the closest one. 
 

What do you believe your skills and abilities are? How have you used these, and what  
has been the result? 

 JA8: Teaching and offering pastoral care. Has done church planting, pastoral care, 
teaching in a recovery centre. In general, these have all been enjoyable and well-
received. 

 JA12: Has experiences of teaching and leading in church, and it has been well-
received. 

 JA13: Has helped a lot of friends in times of crisis, and has seen fruit in that. 
 JA14: Has served as a district pastor for 16 years, and volunteered as chaplain. Has 

had the opportunity to serve others in caring ministry and seen the personal blessings 
and the way people have responded.  

 JA15: Has interests in teaching, leading, and working close with people. It is a source 
of great joy and fruit. 

 JA18: Has always enjoyed teaching and preaching and found that to be most fruitful 
ministry. 

 JA22: Has had significant experience in leading teams. Has seen a lot of growth and 
fruit from that. 

 JA26: Leading and teaching is in skill set. Opportunities have simply arisen in 
various contexts and people have encouraged leadership. People have said afterward 
they have been encouraged them to see things differently.  

 JA28: Does not have a lot of “formal” experience in this way. E.g. discipleship 
group. Wants to listen to people, to hear the heart beyond the words, and even 
experience a compassionate response. Believes in the power of deep listening and 
understanding. 

 JA29-1: Has a helping personality; has been affirmed throughout undergrad program, 
and consistently has opportunity to be a help to people. 

 JA29-2: People have recognized compassion and wide knowledge. Already does a lot 
of chaplaincy type work in current role. Also has teaching skills, which can be 
broadly helpful. 

 FE16: Has been walking alongside people in practical discipleship, where the fruit 
has been longsuffering alongside people in order to understand and expose heart 
idols. Has skills in interacting with people, individually or small groups.  

 FE18: The way engages with students right now in her job points to an ability to 
counsel. 

 FE26-1: Works well with kids. 
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 FE26-2: Feels a calling toward giving care and empathy. Cares for people in small 
church and community and the coffee shop that FE26-2 runs with spouse. Wants 
pastoral focus rather than mental health. 

 MR17: Has the gift of encouragement. Wants to be there for people who are 
suffering, to uplift them. Was able to share the Gospel within the oncology unit. 

 AP6: Has grown more empathetic to people with illness, due to personal experience. 
Willingness to listen – learned that working in government work. 

 AP9: Seen lots of positive response from people to AP9’s caring ministry. 
 AP29: Has been looking at different Christian volunteering opportunities, but hasn’t 

found any yet due to COVID; so doesn’t have any ministry experience. Volunteered 
at university in mentoring international students. Practices good communication and 
active listening. Loves to hear people’s stories and struggles 

 MA17: Has had opportunity to express empathy, meeting people where they are at 
without expectations of where they should be; serving people according to their own 
stated goals. 

 MA25: Is good at motivating people. Has God-given compassionate heart and ability 
to listen. Wants God’s words to be in own words. Has experienced lots of hardship 
that allows for empathize with hurting people. 

 MA26: Being able to listen and care feels natural, but not something that the people 
around seemed to or value or encourage, until recently. 

 MA28: Has worked with seniors since very young, and has always had that passion. 
Great at one-on-one conversations.  Good at facilitating reflective conversations. Has 
a real pastoral heart. 

 AU5: Has public speaking and music ability, and a tender heart for evangelism. 
Hasn’t been in a lot of formal ministry yet, so hasn’t seen a lot of fruit. 

 AU6: Has preaching and people skills, intellectual curiosity, and a listening ear. 
Mentored some of the other younger students at Bible school. People have affirmed 
these things. 

 AU19: Biggest strength is ability to create and hold on to relationships with people 
and generate trust. People have affirmed teaching gift. 

 SE3: Not sure how experience and skills intersect with what might be taught in 
seminary. Doesn’t feel confident to witness or understand the Bible, so this is 
something it is necessary to grow in. 

 SE20: Has a passion for teaching and discipleship. Currently works with young adults 
and adults doing mentoring and small group ministry. Feels like it is a good fit. 

 OC13: Not sure yet. Needs an education to help discern desires and how to use skills. 
 OC26: Skills are speaking, preaching, sharing, exhortation, encouragement. Is aware 

that God is at work in day-to-day life and ministry. 
 NO5: Loves to teach and share and talk theology. Wants to impart that knowledge 

and passion to others. Always shares among family and in Bible study. 
 NO25: Has lots of experience in care ministry. Empathetic person. 
 DE9: Has lots of experience connecting with needy and marginalized people and 

groups. Has a very caring heart. Known as compassionate among friends. Has seen 
lots of positive response from others. 

 DE15: Able to listen well and empathize. Able to talk to people in varying 
background and ages. Has volunteered at a mental health day program for 
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marginalized people. Has compassion for those who are treated poorly due to 
homeless and mental health challenges. 

 
What matters most to you? 

 JA11: Just wants to counsel. Wants a degree that will allow that the best. 
 JA12: Knowing the time and finances are in place to be able to complete a degree. 
 JA14: Wants to do something that is meaningful and of service to others. 
 JA18: Education centered on a strong conviction of the authority of the Bible. 
 JA22: Needs to be in a place where people are excited and making a difference. 
 JA26: Needs to know that there is long-term value and applicability (and not even 

necessarily just in church).  
 JA28: Wants a program that has opportunity for self-discovery and has focused, 

applied training. 
 JA29-1: To glorify God and help others glorify God. 
 JA29-2: Wants to be drawn closer to God; that is the only thing that will really help. 
 FE16: The ability to broaden impact and apply theology. Stewardship: wants to 

steward calling and resources well. How does this help me love Jesus more?  
 FE18: Training that combines faith and top-notch academic training. 
 FE26-1: Theologically sound school. 
 FE26-2: Clarifying vocation; opportunity for biblical study. 
 MR17: To be able to share Jesus with those in fear and facing death. Wants to be able 

to come alongside people, whoever they are, but needs a Christian education to do 
that. 

 AP1: To know God more and be fruitful in ministry. 
 AP6: Making the right decision. Wonders if decision about current career was right 

after all. 
 AP9: Wants the right training to answer God’s call to resource families. Wants to 

help! Wants to tell people that God and Christ is with them. 
 AP29: Honouring God’s sovereignty. 
 MA17: To know in prayer that seminary and ACTS is the right decision. 
 MA19: Wants to fill in biblical knowledge, according to topics of interest. Pastoral 

ministry may be on the horizon. Wants to be stronger in counselling. 
 MA25: The primary purpose is to understand God’s will. Wants to be of service in 

God’s kingdom. Has confidence that God will guide. 
 MA26: Wants to move in the direction God is calling. 
 MA28: Wants to know it is the right time and direction and that the education would 

be very practical for ministry and life. 
 AU5: A deeper understanding of the Bible. Wants to have a firm foundation, so as to 

preach the Gospel with authenticity. Also to have fellowship with other believers in 
the seminary classroom. 

 AU6: The Lord’s will be done. Wants to be obedient. 
 AU19: To do what God wants me to do. 
 SE3: Being equipped to share, and to grow in faith in the midst of a learning 

community. 
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 SE20: Coming out of undergrad studies a bit disenchanted with theology and 
ministry. Hasn’t always found good answers at current Christian university. Wants to 
avoid feeling frustration in conversation with other believers. 

 OC13: To fulfill God’s purposes, however that looks. 
 OC26: Wants to be equipped with accurate, relevant knowledge of Scripture. Is 

appalled when Scripture is used out of context. Wants to use that knowledge to point 
people to Christ. 

 NO5: Wants to be faithful to God’s call. 
 NO25: To fulfil God’s will in life. 
 DE9: Seeing people experiencing community and love in their marriages. Wants to 

part of that. 
 DE15: Integration of faith and psychology. Needs to find out for sure if counselling is 

really possible and a good fit. Wants to be able to give people hope through God. 
 

What opportunities and limitations does your current situation impose? 
 JA8: Not a lot of limitations, except not likely being able to relocate; opportunities of 

time and finances. 
 JA11: Employment circumstances and financial situation now allow for schooling. 

He and spouse are empty nesters, so has flexibility. 
 JA12: ¾-time employed, so has the time; finances are tight, but church might be able 

to assist. 
 JA13: Youngest child is going into Kindergarten in the fall, so more space in life. 

Finances are a limitation. Spouse is in a ministry transition, which creates some 
uncertainty. 

 JA14: Needs completely online program. Otherwise, course scheduling would be too 
difficult.  

 JA15: Mostly opportunities: has the support and finances; making time to do the 
required work could be challenge. 

 JA18: Due to COVID, has the flexibility in schedule, and the church has a very good 
continuing education policy that will provide the necessary finances. 

 JA22: Lots of opportunities now; very few limitations, except needing to find work 
once school is done. Has already been addressing a lot of personal things that were 
previously limitations. One block is mindset doubting whether it is possible to 
succeed academically.  

 JA26: Has more time now that working from home. 
 JA28: Academically not strong in undergrad studies. 
 JA29-1: Kids are grown, so has more time. 
 JA29-2: Spouse was ill and required lots of care, so now that spouse has passed 

away, it has freed up time. Wants to make a change now before too old. Has been a 
stressful year on several fronts, so stress may be an obstacle, though those things 
seems to be settling down 

 FE16: Money, as family are supported workers. Unpredictability of church planting 
schedule. 

 FE18: Has time in life. 
 FE26-1: Has both time and finances. 
 MR17: Has enough time and finances. 
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 AP6: Health limitations. Will health stabilize? It’s a waiting game. Inability to 
network face to face to hear more about various career options.  

 AP9: Needs to find the resources to attend school. Needs to find the right program 
that is by distance and flexible. 

 AP29: Has debt but also life flexibility. 
 MA17: Needs to figure out how work can fit into program. Getting married soon and 

partner looking at switching jobs, so there are family and financial realities that are at 
play and not fully settled. Has been putting money aside for a while, but school is still 
pricey. 

 MA25: Family situation and financial realities are challenges. But could relocate. 
 MA26: Financial means are an obstacle. There is the opportunity of the property they 

own to be used for ministry.  
 MA28: Is older and in a later life stage, so is hesitant to take on too much or 

something that will take too long. Will need to put aside or say no to other things in 
life. Empty nester. Has financial stability. 

 AU5: Finances are not stable. Also the English language barrier.  
 AU6: Finances would be a challenge. Fear of quitting job and related uncertainty. 

Roots are not too deep, so he can relocate if necessary.  
 AU19: Funding is a big issue. Spent a lot of money already on 8 years of school. 
 Wondering about community at the school. Wants to relocate and do full studies for a 

year. 
 SE3: Working from home allows flexibility for study.   
 SE20: Distance learning may be a challenge for learning style. Schedule and life is 

flexible. 
 OC13: Family life circumstances and potentially limited finances. 
 OC26: Financial: doesn’t want to take on more student loan debt. Hesitancy around 

issues of gender and leadership. Wouldn’t want to spend time and finances on degree 
and then not be able to lead. 

 NO5: Finances are not an issue. Will need to figure out studies alongside work and a 
new baby. 

 NO25: Opportunities: not married; kids are adults and living on their own. 
Limitations: discipline and finances and needing to make a choice to put aside other 
things. Is mentoring lots of people and tends to be distracted by the urgent. 

 DE9: Finances and time are big hurdles – working three jobs and has four kids. But 
has all the passion and desire. 

 DE15: Doesn’t really want to leave home due family circumstances. Uncertainty of 
doing in-person schooling – did homeschool and BA online. 

 
What are some elements present in good decision-making? What methods have you used in 
the past when making decisions? 

 JA22: Pursue the one thing you actually want to do, rather than all the things you are 
interested in. 

 JA26: Discern the signs are that will tell you know you how to proceed. Needs to see 
that certain things in the ministry need to be self-sufficient in order to free up time, 
but a lot of those transitions have not yet happened. He is still trying to figure out 
what is feasible. 
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 JA29-1: Get as much information as possible, make and pros and cons list, and then 
take the situation to God in prayer. Sometimes has received a definitive answer, but 
often less definitive: thoughts, feelings, Scripture, and words of others. 

 JA29-2: Prayer and seeking God. Weighing pros and cons. Imagining the future 
outcome of each decision. It’s not a clear “yes” or “no”; even a suboptimal decision 
isn’t a bad decision. 

 FE16: God provides guidance through the Word. Are circumstances pointing to a 
good route? Ask other people in your community what a good route would be. Try to 
remain curious, and not deceive oneself. Is there a positive conviction to step out? 
Freedom from negative conviction? Pray. Gather information. Examine stage of life 
and circumstances. Pros and cons of different schools and programs; look at all the 
options. Discerning learning style. 

 FE18: Seeking advice from trusted mentors to point out blind spots. 
 FE26-1: Lots of prayer. Journaling. Pros and cons. God gave us a brain to use, so we 

can be practical. God goes with us wherever we go. Talking to friends and family. 
 FE26-2: Feels like a horrible decision maker. Takes way too long to make decisions. 

Sometimes it just feel right. Just walks through the door if it is open. As long as the 
eyes on Christ, there are lots of different good options. 

 MR17: Thinks about goal and what is going to lead there. What resources would be 
required? Sacrifices? Pros and cons. 

 AP1: God’s word – pay attention to passages that jump out to you. Prayer – when 
does God seem attentive and there is peace in your soul? Support of Christian 
brothers and sisters. 

 AP6: Talking to people you trust and who know you well. Reading and meditating on 
God’s Word. Reflection on circumstances. 

 AP9: Pray for direction. God leads through the Scriptures. Asks people for wisdom, 
who can point out where your skills are and how they intersect with the call you are 
perceiving. 

 MA17: A lot of prayer and journaling. Reflecting on affirmations received in the past. 
Imagine how various decisions could affect the future.  Talk to others who have gone 
through making similar decisions. 

 MA25: Recognize that decisions can be hard and take us into uncomfortable 
situations. Have faith that God will make a way, and then seek peace of mind and 
move forward. 

 MA26: Need to be in community to talk about possibilities. Give some time and 
stillness before jumping into something. Do enough research – but not too much! 
Feels intuitive leading in decisions. 

 MA28: Journaling and reflection. Talk to trusted people. 
 AU5: Conversations with others, circumstances, promptings of the heart, 

signs/dreams. He has received all these. 
 AU6: Fasting and praying; seeking the affirmation of others. 
 AU19: Has moved when sees the doors open. Has faith that God will open doors. If 

something is causing stress or frustration, it is likely not from God.  
 SE20: Decisions need to happen in communal think tank. We need to ask for input. 
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 OC13: Do a feasibility assessment, specifically finances and what your family is 
willing to sacrifice. Tools OC13 used to used are often too people-reliant and based 
and reason, but wants to rely on God more. 

 OC26: Prayer and being open to God and listening; taking little steps of faith. Make 
sure the decision is based in what God wants and not what you want. 

 NO5: Pray, seek guidance from those close to you, who can discern your motivations. 
 NO25: Pray about it first, do some research, talk to trusted people, and make a list of 

pro and cons. 
 DE9: Word, prayer, Scripture, circumstances, wisdom of others. 
 DE15: Look at strengths, things you enjoy, and what is needed in the world, and 

finds. Feedback from trusted people.  
 

What do you think is your best next step? 
 JA8: needs to pray about it and talk to church leadership, in order to plan. 
 JA11: Talk to ACTS program faculty and trusted people. 
 JA12: Talk to church, esp. about finances. 
 JA13: Pray and consider more. Talk to other TWU staff people about other programs. 

Wait to see what is happening with spouse’s ministry. 
 JA14: Wait on course schedule to see if it is feasible. 
 JA15: Just decide which school and program is best. 
 JA18: Look into the application process. 
 JA22: Not sure yet. May reach out to a program director at some point.  
 JA26: Further discernment. 
 JA28: Start the application process. 
 JA29-1: Continue to pursue studies and trust God will open the door for grad school. 
 FE16: Pray about it. 
 FE18: Look at all the options. 
 FE26-1: Talk to others. Pray and fast. 
 FE26-2: Pray, talk, think. 
 MR17: Speaking with program chair, students, and alumni. 
 AP6: Talk to others about best career options. 
 AP29: Continue to pray and study. 
 MA17: Praying. Think about the practicality.  
 MA25: If is accepted, he will relocate to the Langley area and search for employment 

to save up money. 
 MA26: Look into program options. 
 MA28: Continue to explore opportunity. Taking a look at what is already committed 

in life and work and assess what is feasible to manage. 
 AU5: Apply! Talk to church elders. 
 AU6: Prayer and soul-searching. 
 AU19: Just make a decision! 
 SE3: Praying for guidance. 
 SE20: Lean more into community, and apply! 
 OC13: Taking a look at program options and school options. 
 OC26: Talk to God. 
 NO5: Pray, discern, and apply. 
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 NO25: Fill out the application! 
 DE9: Pray and apply. 
 DE15: Pray and apply. 
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Appendix C: Communication Templates 
 
Text of email for baseline group participant recruitment 
 
You are receiving this email because since 2016 you have expressed interest in applying to 
an English-language program of study at ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University. 
Since then, you may or may not have chosen to enrol in studies.  
 
As part of my studies in the Doctor of Ministry program at ACTS Seminaries, I am 
conducting research into the most effective ways to help prospective seminary students make 
an appropriate decision about enrolment in seminary. Over the next several months, I will be 
trying out my proposed best practices in conversations with future prospective students. 
 
In order to determine the effectiveness of these new practices, I am reaching out to past 
prospective students such as yourself, whose enrolment discernment process happened prior 
to the implementation of these practices. I invite you to provide feedback on your 
experience.   
 
The questionnaire will generally take no more than five minutes to complete. The link to 
participate in the survey is [link]. 
 
You will have fourteen (14) days to complete this questionnaire. 
 
Prior to completing the survey, please see below for a complete explanation of the 
experiment, including risks, benefits, incentives, and confidentiality. By choosing to 
complete the questionnaire, you are providing your consent to participate in the study 
according to the terms of the following consent document.  
 
Thank you for your consideration and assistance. 
 
Kevin O’Coin, M.Div. 
Assistant Director of Admissions 
ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University 
 
[Letter of consent inserted into body of email] 
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Text of email for experimental group participant recruitment 
 
Thank you for your interest in studies in English-language program studies at ACTS 
Seminaries of Trinity Western University.  
 
As part of my studies in the Doctor of Ministry program at ACTS Seminaries, I am 
conducting research into the most effective ways to help prospective seminary students make 
an appropriate decision about enrolment in seminary. Over the next several months, I will be 
trying out my proposed best practices in conversations with prospective students. 
 
In order to determine the effectiveness of these new practices, I am reaching out to 
prospective students such as yourself to invite you to participate in such a conversation about 
your future and seminary studies.   
 
Prior to agreeing to have this conversation, please see attached for a complete explanation of 
the experiment, including risks, benefits, incentives, and confidentiality. If you agree, please 
sign and date the document and return a scanned or hard copy to me.  
  
Thank you for your consideration and assistance. 
 
Kevin O’Coin, M.Div. 
Assistant Director of Admissions 
ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University 
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Text of email for experimental group participant survey invitation 
 
Thank you for making time to have a conversation with me about your interest in graduate 
theological studies at ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University.  
 
In order to complete your participation in the survey, at this time I invite you to fill out a 
questionnaire asking for your reflections on your recent enrolment discernment conversation. 
The questionnaire will generally take no more than five minutes to complete. The link to 
participate in the survey is [link]. 
 
Please note that these survey data will not be analyzed until after the conclusion of the 
research period. The nature of your responses will not in any way affect your file review 
process or opportunity for enrolment at ACTS Seminaries, if admitted. 
 
Thank you for your consideration and assistance. 
 
Kevin O’Coin, M.Div. 
Assistant Director of Admissions 
ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University 
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Consent Letter for Research Participants (Baseline Group) 
 

Admissions as Transformational Process: Expanding the Role of Seminary Admissions 
Personnel in Prospective Students’ Enrolment Discernment Processes 

 
Principal Investigator 
Kevin O’Coin, M.Div. 
Assistant Director of Admissions 
ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University 
604.513.2121 ext. 3836 
kevin.ocoin@twu.ca 
 
Project Research Advisor 
Gloria Woodland, D.Min. 
Assistant Professor of Chaplaincy Studies and Spiritual Care 
ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University 
604.513.2121 ext. 3837 
gloria.woodland@twu.ca 
 
Purpose of Research 

This research allows the Principal Investigator to complete his Major Project requirement 
for his Doctor of Ministry degree at ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University. 

Making a wise and responsible decision about enroling in graduate education can often be 
confusing, and may mean major life adjustments. For prospective seminary students in 
particular, a decision about pursuing education can be deeply intertwined with their 
spirituality. A seminary enrolment advisor who has conversations with prospective students 
in the midst of such a discernment process has the opportunity to help guide wise 
discernment processes by providing decision-making tools and spiritual care. The question 
this research intends to answer is the degree to which spiritual care and discernment practices 
are helpful in decision-making about seminary enrolment. Therefore, the research requires 
participants who can reflect on the adequacy and helpfulness of their past engagement with 
ACTS Seminaries enrolment advisors. Data gathered from these questionnaires will provide 
a baseline against which to measure the helpfulness and effectiveness to future prospective 
students of the proposed decision-making and spiritual care tools.  
 
Procedures 

You will participate in one activity. You have already received an email with a link to a 
survey asking for your reflection on both the importance and effectiveness of different 
aspects of your past enrolment discernment conversations with ACTS Seminaries admissions 
personnel. You can expect to complete the questionnaire in about five minutes. 

If you would like to receive a copy of the final project, please let the Principal Investigator 
know. 
  
Potential Risks and Discomforts 
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Participation in this study is expected to cause minimal risk or discomfort. You may feel 
uncomfortable as you reflect on your past enrolment discernment conversations. You do not 
need to respond to any questions that make you uncomfortable. 
 
Potential Benefits to Participants and/or to Society 

You will not directly benefit from participation in this research. The broader benefit is to 
future prospective students who may have an improved enrolment discernment experience -- 
both at ACTS Seminaries, as well as any other graduate theological education institutions 
where these findings might be adopted. 
 
Confidentiality 

Any information obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you 
will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by 
law. Electronic survey responses will be linked with an account accessible only to the 
Principal Investigator. You will not be identified by name in any reports of the completed 
study. 

The Principal Investigator alone will be responsible for data monitoring, analysis, and 
disposal. 

You will complete a survey through Microsoft forms. See 
https://privacy.microsoft.com/en-gb/privacystatement for Microsoft’s privacy policy. Your 
data will be stored at a Microsoft data centre in Canada.   

All computer data will be deleted once the research project is completed. Anticipated 
completion date: November 2021 or earlier.   
 
Remuneration, Compensation, and Incentives 

There is no remuneration or compensation available to you. 
If you choose to provide your email address at the end of the survey, you will be entered 

into a draw for a one-in-ten chance to receive a $10 Tims card. A decision to withdraw from 
the study will not affect the possibility of receiving an incentive gift, nor will you be required 
to return any incentive you have already received. 
 
Contact for information about the study  

If you have any questions or desire further information with respect to this study, you may 
contact Kevin O’Coin at 604.513.2121 ext. 3836 or kevin.ocoin@twu.ca. 
 
Contact for concerns about the rights of research participants 

If you have any concerns about your treatment or rights as a research participant, you may 
contact Elizabeth Kreiter in the Office of Research, Trinity Western University at 
604.513.2167 or researchethicsboard@twu.ca. 
 
Consent 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw 
from the study at any time without jeopardy to your studies at ACTS Seminaries (if 
applicable) 
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Withdrawal from Study 
In order to withdraw from the study, you must contact the Principal Investigator at 

kevin.ocoin@twu.ca to make your withdrawal request in writing. Withdrawal is no longer 
possible once the research project has been completed and submitted for approval.  
 

By proceeding with the survey, you are indicating that you have had your questions about 
the study answered to your satisfaction. You may print a copy of this consent form for your 
own records. Furthermore, you indicate that you consent to participate in this study and that 
your responses may be put in anonymous form for inclusion in the completed version of the 
study. 
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Consent Letter for Research Participants (Experimental Group) 
 

Admissions as Transformational Process: Expanding the Role of Seminary Admissions 
Personnel in Prospective Students’ Enrolment Discernment Processes 

 
Principal Investigator 
Kevin O’Coin, M.Div. 
Assistant Director of Admissions 
ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University 
604.513.2121 ext. 3836 
kevin.ocoin@twu.ca 
 
Project Research Advisor 
Gloria Woodland, D.Min. 
Assistant Professor of Chaplaincy Studies and Spiritual Care 
ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University 
604.513.2121 ext. 3837 
gloria.woodland@twu.ca 
 
Purpose of Research 

This research allows the Principal Investigator to completing his Major Project 
requirement for his Doctor of Ministry degree at ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western 
University. 

Making a wise and responsible decision about enroling in graduate education can often be 
confusing, and may mean major life adjustments. For prospective seminary students in 
particular, a decision about pursuing education can be deeply intertwined with their 
spirituality. A seminary enrolment advisor who has conversations with prospective students 
in the midst of such a discernment process has the opportunity to help guide wise 
discernment processes by providing decision-making tools and spiritual care. The question 
this research intends to answer is the degree to which spiritual care and discernment practices 
are helpful in decision-making about seminary enrolment. Therefore, the research requires 
participants who are willing to take part in conversations where these tools and methods are 
tested, and then reflect on their experience. 
 
Procedures 

You will participate in two activities. 
First, you will participate in a one-on-one conversation (in person, via Zoom/Skype, or via 

telephone) with the Principal Investigator about your personal history, interest in graduate 
theological studies, and hopes for vocational training (if applicable) and personal 
development. This conversation is designed to give you all the information and tools you 
need in order to make a wise decision about your enrolment at ACTS Seminaries for some 
future term. The Principal Investigator will conduct conversations with each research 
participant according to the same format and method, in order to gather information on the 
effectiveness of such methods for helping prospective students determine their enrolment in 
seminary. The Principal Investigator will produce notes on the session. You should plan for 
the conversation to last 45-60 minutes. 
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Second, after the conversation you will receive an email with a link to a survey asking for 
your reflection on both the importance and effectiveness of different aspects of the enrolment 
discernment conversation. You can expect to complete the questionnaire in about five 
minutes. 

You may make a request to the Principal Investigator to see a copy of the conversation 
notes. If you would like to receive a copy of the final project, please let the Principal 
Investigator know. 
  
Potential Risks and Discomforts 

Participation in this study is expected to cause minimal risk or discomfort. You may feel 
uncomfortable, confused, or overwhelmed as you consider various educational, vocational, 
and personal options; the degree of your ability to make a wise decision about seminary 
studies; and how your current theological understanding influences your decision-making 
process and the options available to you. You are entirely in control of what you share in 
conversation with the Principal Investigator and in the online survey. You do not need to 
share any details that may be uncomfortable for you, or respond to any survey questions that 
may be uncomfortable for you. 
 
Potential Benefits to Participants and/or to Society 

You will not directly benefit from participation in this research. The broader benefit is to 
future prospective students who may have an improved enrolment discernment experience -- 
both at ACTS Seminaries, as well as any other graduate theological education institutions 
where these findings might be applied. 
 
Confidentiality 

Any information obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you 
will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by 
law. All conversation session notes will be kept in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to 
the Principal Investigator. Electronic Survey responses will be linked with an account 
accessible only to the Principal Investigator. You will not be identified by name in any 
reports of the completed study. 

The Principal Investigator alone will be responsible for data monitoring, analysis, and 
disposal. 

You will complete survey through Microsoft forms. See https://privacy.microsoft.com/en-
gb/privacystatement for Microsoft’s privacy policy. Your data will be stored at a Microsoft 
data centre in Canada.  All hard copy and computer data will be deleted/destroyed once the 
research project is completed. Anticipated completion date: November 2021 or earlier.  
 
Remuneration, Compensation, and Incentives 

There is no remuneration or compensation available to you. 
Once you agree to participate in a one-on-one enrolment discernment conversation, you 

will be entered into a draw for a one-in-ten chance to receive a $10 Tims card. A draw will 
occur after every ten enrolment conversations have concluded. A decision to withdraw from 
the study will not affect the possibility of receiving an incentive gift, nor will you be required 
to return any incentive you have already received.  
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Contact for information about the study  
If you have any questions or desire further information with respect to this study, you may 

contact Kevin O’Coin at 604.513.2121 ext. 3836 or kevin.ocoin@twu.ca. 
 
Contact for concerns about the rights of research participants 

If you have any concerns about your treatment or rights as a research participant, you may 
contact Elizabeth Kreiter in the Office of Research, Trinity Western University at 
604.513.2167 or researchethicsboard@twu.ca. 
 
Consent 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw 
from the study at any time without jeopardy to your application file review process or your 
ability to enrol at ACTS Seminaries, if admitted. 
 
Withdrawal from Study 

In order to withdraw from the study, you must contact the Principal Investigator at 
kevin.ocoin@twu.ca to make your withdrawal request in writing. Withdrawal is no longer 
possible once the research project has been completed and submitted for approval.  
 
Signature 

Your signature below indicates that you have had your questions about the study answered 
to your satisfaction and have received a copy of this consent form for your own records. 

Your signature indicates that you consent to participate in this study and that your 
responses may be put in anonymous form for inclusion in the completed version of the study. 
 
 

___________________________________________            _______________________ 
Research Participant Signature                                                       Date 
 

_____________________________________________________________ 
Printed Name of the Research Participant signing above 
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Debriefing Script 
 
Thank you for completing the survey and your participation in the study. 
 
Should you for any reason experience distress due to your participation in this survey, please 
seek assistance from a counsellor or other mental health professional. 
 
Your participation in this study is voluntarily. You may choose to withdraw at any time prior 
to the completion of the research project. A decision to withdraw will not affect the 
possibility of receiving an incentive gift, nor will you be required to return any incentive you 
have already received. For current prospective students, a decision to withdraw will not 
jeopardize your application file review process or your ability to enrol at ACTS Seminaries, 
if admitted. 
 
If you have any questions or desire further information with respect to this study, you may 
contact Kevin O’Coin at 604.513.2121 ext. 3836 or kevin.ocoin@twu.ca 
 
If you have any concerns about your treatment or rights as a research participant, you may 
contact Elizabeth Kreiter in the Office of Research, Trinity Western University at 
604.513.2167 or researchethicsboard@twu.ca. 
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