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The ATS/COA 
Biennial Meeting: 
traditions and values
BY STEPHEN R. GRAHAM

What is it?

BeBeyond the obvious, a meeting that occurs 
every two years, what exactly is the ATS/COA 
Biennial Meeting? One could argue that in its 
early days, the organization that would 
become known as The Association of Theologi-
cal Schools in the United States and Canada 
simply was a biennial meeting. Until it began 
its accits accreditation work in the late 1930s, the 
Association’s primary function was to gather 
biennially to hear presentations and discuss 
issues of common concern to the member 
schools. As Glenn T. Miller put it, “And in fact, 
the early AATS [then known as The American 
Association of Theological Schools] was, like 
the earlier Confethe earlier Conference of Theological Schools, 
preeminently a place for conversation. The 
annual meetings were characterized by the 
presentation of papers and by organized dis-
cussion of the ideas presented in them.”1 

Once the accrediting function began with the formal es-

tablishment of the Commission on Accrediting in 1936, 

the Biennial Meetings included conversations about the 

development of standards and procedures for that work. 

By the time of the Biennial Meeting in 1956, which former 

ATS Director of Accreditation Tom Tanner called “a pivotal 

point in ATS history,” ATS had hired its first executive di-

rectorector, adopted a new constitution and the first bylaws, 

and approved its first Articles of Incorporation. That was 

also the year that the Commission on Accrediting mandat-

ed that all schools “shall be reevaluated every ten years.”2

https://www.ats.edu/Educational-Models
https://www.ats.edu/Educational-Models
https://www.ats.edu/Pathways-for-Tomorrow
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dresses. Over the years, the educational component 

has drawn heavily on the leadership education pro-

grams, initiatives and special projects, and experts 

on trends in North American religion and issues 

facing theological schools. The Biennial Meetings 

have normally included open forums for gathering 

membership feedback and forums for input on par-

ticular topics, such as the Standards of Accreditation 
and accrediting Policies and Procedures, global 
awareness and engagement, and other issues.

Often, the meeting features schools from the host city and 

surrounding area. These schools have offered words of 

welcome, frequently led prayers and worship, and occa-

sionally facilitated tours of their schools or attractions re-

lated to theological education and communities of faith. 

This regular “up front” presence of members representing 

the different ecclesial families and faith communities has 

been a significant symbol of the unity within the wide di-

versity of ATS. The times of prayer and worship have been 

an important feature of the Biennial Meetings, enabling a 

breadth of styles and modeling the rich ecclesial diversity 

present within the membership, while reflecting the orga-

nization’s mission to support “theological schools to the 
benefit of communities of faith and the broader public.”6 

AATS has been described as the most effective ecumenical 

community in North America, and that ecumenical spirit is 

manifest in the times of prayer and worship.

Why is it important?

Miller states it well. “If nothing else, these conversations 

broke down the parochialism of seminaries that were 

often embedded in the narrowness of their local denomi-

national politics.”7 The overall work of ATS as a community 

of conversation takes physical form at the Biennial Meet-

ings. While, thankfully, the Association and Commission 

were able to do their necessary business online in 2020 

when the in-person gathering was not possible, there was 

something missing that is crucial to the relationship-build-

ing character of being together in person.

There are a number of benefits that happen when a large 

portion of the membership is gathered in one place. I have 

found the visual impact of seeing 300 to 450 members 

https://www.ats.edu/Distinguished-Service-Awards
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present in the meeting room both encouraging and 

moving. I am encouraged to be in the presence of so many 

people from a remarkable variety of traditions, personal 

histories, and contexts gathered in one place to do the 

good work of theological education. At the 2008 Biennial 

Meeting, Lilly Endowment Inc. Vice President for Religion 

Craig Dykstra called “a good theological education one of 

the greatest gifts a human being can receithe greatest gifts a human being can receive.”8 I am also 

deeply moved by this presence that affirms the value of 

our common work and the dedication of those who do it.

Being present also allows for the unplanned and some-

times most valuable connections and conversations, with 

those from schools similar to one’s own and those from 

schools that are quite different. According to a statement 

from the 1958 Biennial Meeting relating to the imple-

mentation of decennial comprehensive visits, “There will 

be a realization on the part of the visitors that in each 

school they are likely to discover contributions to our 

common life that no other is making, and awareness on 

the part of the school that it has much to learn from the 

experience of others.”9 

At the Biennial Meeting, there is ample opportunity for 

networking, regularly the highest value participants name 

when evaluating ATS events. Attendees are able to con-

nect with other participants, as well as with ATS staff and 

the staffs of partner organizations that regularly send 

representatives. In turn, ATS staff meet persons who 

might be invited to serve the Association or Commission 

on leadership or project committees, boards, or on leadership or project committees, boards, or evalua-

tion committees.

The activities of the Biennial Meeting reinforce the reality 

that ATS is the membership, not the professional staff 

whose role it is to serve the membership. A highlight is 

the vote and welcoming of new member schools. The 

membership is enriched by these new colleagues, and 

those joining the Association are affirmed in their work 

and encouraged to contribute to the body from their dis-

tinctitinctive charisms.

Conflicts at Biennial Meetings have been relatively rare, 

but even those occasions have been instructive as times 

1 Glenn T. Miller, A Community of Conversation: A Retrospective of The 
  Association of Theological Schools and Ninety Years of North American 
  Theological Education, The Association of Theological Schools, 2008, p. 7. 
2 Tom Tanner, Taking the Longer View: A History of the ATS Commission on 
  Accrediting (1934-2024), The Commission on Accrediting of The Associa-
  tion of Theological Schools in the United States and Canada, p. 38.

33 Tanner, Taking the Longer View, endnote 2, p. 137.
4 Miller, A Community of Conversation, p. 8.
5 While obviously inefficient and time consuming, I have to admit that I’ll 
  miss the voting cards! I found that process and tradition of voting to have a 
  certain charm with each member publicly raising the cards and, in cases of 
  division of the house, ATS staff counting votes in sections of the room and 
  reporting the numbers.

66 From the ATS mission statement, emphasis mine.

7 Miller, A Community of Conversation, p. 8.
8 Personal notes from my first Biennial Meeting as a member of the ATS 
  staff.

91958 Biennial Meeting, Bulletin 23, pp. 129-30.
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