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Assets hiding in plain sight

Given that the vocational landscape for theological 

education is wider than previously thought, the 2025 

non-congregational study's second finding may be even 

more consequential: theological education already 

cultivates a set of competencies that cultivates a set of competencies that experts across 

multiple sectors recognize as distinctive and necessary, 

even beyond congregational contexts.

Every interviewee affirmed the formational capacity of a 

sound theological education—that is, the ability to form 

persons religiously and spiritually in wpersons religiously and spiritually in ways that other profes-

sional degrees simply do not attempt. One study participant 

described this phenomenon as human formation for the 

whole of life, not merely preparation for a set role. Others 

emphasized its contemplative depth for developing the 

maturity to attend to subtle dynamics, for instance, in care-

giving encounters, in organizational life, or in one's own 

interior world. These are not incidental byproducts of text-

books and coursework but represent, according to inter-

viewees, a core formational asset that theological schools 

offer and that very few other institutions can replicate.

Likewise, religious literacy surfaced as highly valued, 

most notably in its breadth of application. Interviewees 

described related competencies with growing de-

mand across sectors. For example, they named the 

ability to understand how religious commitments 

operate in the world, help communities make meaning 

of significant experiences they cannot easily name, 

and work with ritual and sacred space in beyond 

eexplicitly religious settings. A chaplaincy educator in 

Canada raised a cautionary note: as clinical training 

programs increasingly emphasize counseling tech-

nique over religious and spiritual grounding, what is 

most distinctive about the theologically trained pro-

fessional risks being lost.

Critical thinking, interpretation, and the ability to navigate 

differences rounded out the portrait. One nonprofit 

leader described theological education as the place where 

people learn to think beyond the models they have been 

given—to question, reimagine, and lead from a deeper 

foundation. Another interviewee observed that exegetical 

skills cultivated through sacred texts can be redirected 

https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/esq-total-school-profile-2025-26.pdf#page=50
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/esq-total-school-profile-2025-26.pdf#page=50


3COLLOQUY
MAY 2026

-

toward reading the many rooms of public life—the 

plurality of environments, communities, and organiza-

tional cultures comprising our social reality. Many 

study participants named the elusive skill of holding 

difference without resolving it, of seeing pluralism as 

an opportunity rather than a problem.

Cultivating a threshold for holy tension is one of theologi-

cal education's most transferable gifts so urgently needed 

in our times. If your school already cultivates such capaci-

ties, how deliberately are you naming them? Are these 

commitments visible in your learning outcomes, program 

descriptions, and external communications?

A strong foundation on which to build

Study participants also identified a cluster of competen-

cies they believe theological education tends to underem-

phasize, and several observations carry practical 

implications for how ATS member schools think about cur-

riculum, faculty, and institutional partnerships.

The competency of leadership was described in terms that 

go well beyond what most theological programs address 

explicitly: facilitating meetings, managing staff, navigating 

organizational politics, reading the business model of the 

organization you work for, and understanding who holds 

power and who needs it. One participant noted that the 

chaplains who advance into leadership positions are those 

who hwho have learned to operate effectively amid interlocking 

systems, by demonstrating a kind of organizational fluency 

beyond what their seminary education had fostered. 

Another interviewee reframed the gap of leadership as a 

relational challenge: while the notion of trust in public life 

has not vanished, it appears to have migrated away from 

titles or credentials and toward relational influence. If that 

is true, then the way ATS member schools present 

themselves—and prepare their students—may need recal-

ibrating to engender deep trust.

The theme of adaptation surfaced a deeper tension, as one 

participant observed that theological education has been 

quite effective at preparing people to sustain existing insti-

tutions—but less effective at equipping them to reimagine 

what already exists or to build something new. A respon-

dent recommended comfort with failure as a sorely 

needed disposition, noting that an overly outcome-driven 

approach to ministry can stifle the very imagination it 

claims to cultivate. Illustrating a similar point, another 

interviewee contrasts the traditional posture of a religious 

leader or missionary crossing a border to tell others how 

things work on the home side, with the alternative 

posture of a scout as someone who crosses over to 

obserobserve, listen, and learn before discerning next steps.

Other skills like communication, financial literacy, and 

technological fluency were named as areas where ATS 

member school graduates often find themselves under-

prepared. Demonstrating communication competency 

encompasses the ability to tell compelling stories, to speak 

winsomely in spaces that are not already sympathetic, and 

to translate theological conviction into compelling lan-

guage that mguage that moves people in diverse contexts. Skills includ-

ing budgeting, fundraising, and reading a profit-and-loss 

statement were described as critical yet chronically 

absent in newly minted graduates. Moreover, 
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technology concerns including artificial intelligence 

emerged as a formidable frontier for society, with several 

study participants fearing that theological education on 

the whole may be ceding rather than engaging the issues. 

Such changes in society do not require Such changes in society do not require ATS member 

schools to abandon their commitments to scripture study, 

theology, or religious history. The strong foundation on 

which theological education is constructed invites more 

trust and engagement, not less. Are the competencies 

most in need duly reflected in how faculty lines are 

allocated, courses are sequenced, and educational 

effectieffectiveness is demonstrated? If asked what is the return 

on investment for a theological education, does a 

winsome response likewise honor and challenge the 

premise of the question?

Never alone in a community of conversation

Offering pointed depth Offering pointed depth rather than systematic breadth, as 

Lizardy-Hajbi makes clear in her research report, the cen-

tral insight of the 2025 non-congregational study is worth 

restating plainly: theological education must continue to 
cultivate competencies that matter deeply across a wide range 
of vocational settings, including and beyond congregations. 

The opportunity before your institution is not necessarily 

to become something entirely different, but to recognize 

more fully what you already are and to build on that 
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