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Six Trends, Six Issues, Six Proposals: Theological Education (TE) in Africa in the Face of 
the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 
Rev. Dr. David Tarus, ACTEA Executive Director 

 
The world is reeling from the devastating COVID-19 pandemic. This virus has forced us to reflect 
critically on the shape of theological education in Africa. Where are we? What do we need to do 
to improve theological education in the midst of such overwhelming challenges? I want to briefly 
share some six trends, six issues, six proposals and theological education in Africa before and 
after the novel coronavirus.   

Six Trends: 

1.  The Church is growing in Africa. There is a big demand for theological education in 
Africa because of the growth of the church. Africa’s churches need pastors to help nourish, 
encourage, build, and direct the church in the midst of the overwhelming challenges such as 
COVID-19. 

2.  Interest in non-traditional theological education. There is an increasing interest 
in non-formal, off-site, online/hybrid/blended theological education because these modes of 
delivery afford students the opportunity to work and study at the same time. Some students 
are interested in studying at extension campuses so as to be close to their work places and 
families; some are interested in evening and weekend classes. The current crisis has shown 
the urgency of embracing these new forms of T.E.  

3.  Interest in spiritual formation of students and faculty. It is important to 
accentuate spiritual formation of students and faculty in addition to academic and ministerial 
formation. Spiritual formation happens in and outside the classroom. It also occurs through 
Christian service. Why is it important for colleges to emphasize spiritual formation? Because it 
matters the kind of pastors we produce. 

4.  A mushrooming of institutions that have little to no interest for quality TE. 
Some of these institutions are training centers conducted inside the church or the pastor’s 
house. Some have no libraries and no curriculums. Some import materials wholesale from the 
West. Some are diploma/degree mills.  

5.  A Recognition for the need to train holistically. Colleges have come to realize that 
they need to train their students in important life skills such as leadership, public speaking, 
research, publishing, media, technology, and marketing.  However, few institutions actually 
have such programs ingrained in their curriculum. Schools also must train in cross-cultural 
training that goes beyond the traditional curriculum which only emphasized evangelism, 
discipleship, and mission outreach. We need to equip students for intercultural skills that 
include issues of community development, community cohesion, conflict transformation, 
public theology, and public service. We also need prophetic education. Students need to engage 
in critical areas facing African societies such as materialism, corruption, sexual depravity, 
creation care, peace-making, urbanization, and interfaith relations. As to whether the 
institutions are actually equipped to successfully train students in this endeavor is debatable.  

6.  Seminaries transitioning to Liberal Arts Christian Universities. There is a 
trend among established theological institutions to shift to liberal arts Christian universities 
orientation. They are motivated by many factors which include sustainability, the need to 
impact society in many areas of life, pressure from governments and to offer accredited 
programs in other fields. However, these institutions are faced daily with dangers of 
secularism, loss of evangelical distinctiveness, a revision of the mission and vision statements, 



pg. 2 
 

and a decline in Bible-centered education. Such institutions must find creative ways of staying 
true to their evangelical distinctiveness even as they offer other programs.  

Six Issues:  

1. Seminary Sustainability. Many theological institutions in Africa struggle with 
sustainability. Some institutions are not up to date in payments of salaries; some have cut on 
maintenance. Many are barely surviving. The coronavirus pandemic has made things even 
worse.  

2. Ownership. Many theological institutions in Africa operate like orphans. The stakeholders 
rarely have the enthusiasm to support, advocate for, and resource their schools yet they claim 
ownership of them. Institutional heads are expected to deliver a top-notch theological education 
despite the lack of support.  

3. Governance. Several institutions struggle with councils that have no clue in governance of 
theological institutions. Some of them are there by virtue of their denominational leadership but 
do not have the knowhow or enthusiasm to assist the schools to move to the next level.   

4. Leadership and Management. many seminary leaders have not always been trained in 
Executive leadership and its responsibilities. Also, the faculty members are not adequately 
prepared for the various administrative tasks that are sometimes placed on their shoulders. We 
also see serious problems when it comes to leadership transitions. 

5. Curriculum Development. Many curriculums in theological schools are outdated. They 
were developed by Western missionaries many years ago. Some curriculums have never been 
revised. Others are imported wholesale from elsewhere. Some curriculums are not contextually 
relevant; some do not address current challenges that the students will experience when they 
graduate.  

6. Accreditation and Affiliation: some institutions are reluctant to pursue 
accreditation. Why the reluctance to be accredited? They cite several reasons: inadequate 
facilities such as classrooms, library, low enrolments, unqualified faculty, financial challenges, 
some colleges have no systems of financial accountability such as audits. Other colleges simply 
don’t want to go through the rigorous process of accreditation. Others don’t want to be 
accountable to an external body and yet they want to offer quality TE and they want their 
graduates to be recognized at home and around the world.  

 
Six Proposals 

1. Pastoral Care & Counselling. People are stressed. Isolation has robbed people of the 
joy of interconnection and community. Loss of income has and will continue to impact families, 
churches, and communities. in such an environment, pastoral care and counselling are 
necessary. We will also need to prepare to give pastoral care to workers, students, and faculty. 
Even administrators, such as college presidents will need pastoral care as they will be overseeing 
institutions with little or no resources and with depressed people.   

2. Continued improvement of virtual learning infrastructure. Covid-19 has 
shown the need to prepare for situations where face-to-face learning is not possible. However, 
most institutions were not prepared for this reality. Also, many African countries have unreliable 
electricity and internet. Some students in African institutions have opposed e-learning saying 
that is unfair to poor students who cannot afford computers, personal handheld devices, and 
internet data. This could be resolved by lending laptops to the students and buying data for them 
but, then, not all institutions have such computers to give out. In fact, some institutions have 
outdated computers. Further, our institutions need to ensure quality online education by 
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ensuring that the materials are prepared by a qualified person; the lecturers are trained on 
online teaching; and the students are exposed to the pedagogy of online education.  

3. Strengthening traditional (face-to-face) theological education. While e-
learning is now the norm following the pandemic, I doubt it will replace face-to-face teaching. 
Human beings still need to come together. We need to enhance blended forms of training. We 
surely need to be innovative to be able to resource technology and yet not compromise on the 
human need for community. thus, institutions will still have to build classrooms, libraries, dorms, 
etc even as they invest in ICT infrastructure and electronic resources. 

4. Online Generosity. Many of our institutions do not have capacity to provide distance 
learning for their students, most of whom have gone home. So, I wonder if some of our larger 
institutions might consider providing credit courses for a wider group of students than their 
own. Perhaps the smaller institution's faculty could still cover grading/marking and 
organization so the larger institutions’ faculty will not be overwhelmed. The idea is to keep 
studies going for those who have internet access but might not otherwise be able to continue 
because their own faculty cannot send course materials to them. 

5. Generosity of Resources and Faculty. Institutions that have some resources to spare 
are encouraged to assist struggling institutions e.g. through payment of subscription fees to 
access online materials; giving access to their online platforms; helping institutions with solar 
power installation; etc. Professors should be able to make their services available to struggling 
institutions for free or at a very subsidized cost. For example, by teaching online; reading 
dissertations; curriculum revisions; etc. Theological libraries should find ways of assisting 
institutions in the Majority World. Perhaps by giving them free access to electronic materials, 
academic journals, library software programs, helping with training of librarians, etc. 

6. Enhancing Local Support. As Covid-19 continues to impact global economies, relying on 
Western donors is not going to work. African institutions will have to cultivate home-grown 
solutions to their sustainability needs.  

Closing comments:  
The coronavirus pandemic has shown us that we are so interconnected. What happens at another 
corner of the world affects the other corner of the world. We belong together in a global church. 
What this means is that we need to continue building and enriching one another. Christians who 
are blessed with resources should help struggling believers, institutions, and churches elsewhere. 
But we should go beyond resource aid. We can assist one another through other means. For 
example, theologians should find innovative ways of rendering their services to the global church. 
Technology has made it possible to teach abroad without boarding a plane. Experts in different 
fields for example curriculum development should offer their services to institutions. We need to 
resource one another; to build one another; to strengthen one another; for in moments of suffering 
like now, we all suffer. Likewise, in moments of joy and prosperity, we all prosper.  


