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THE COMMON PROBLEMS OF THEOLOGICAL SCHOOLS"
WILLIAM ADAMS BROWN
Union TheologicalSeminary,New York City

I am to speakof the thingswhichwe have in common.
This conference,
as we all know,sprangfroma commonneed,
ourneedof actingtogetherduringthe war. Therewereinterto eachof us whichwe couldnot adequately
estsof importance
There
alone.
was a servicewe desiredto renderfor
safeguard
whichsomeorganof commonexpression
was necessary. This
doubleneedjustifiedour comingtogether. The reportwhich
we havealreadyheardfromoursecretaryshowsthat the anticipationswe then entertainedhave more than justifiedthemselvesin fact.
The question still remainsto be decided whether the
interestswhichled to this firstmeetingstillcontinue,or,if not
the sameinterests,interestssimilarin nature. Are therestill
needs which we can best meet together,a commonservice
which we can render? This questionwill be discussedin
detailby otherswhenwe considerthe futureof this conference.
WhatI have to offerhereis a modestcontributionto the discussionin the shapeof an analysisof someof the factorswhich
must determineour judgment. What action they may
inviteI do not hereventureto suggest. It will be enoughif I
can describethe facts correctly.
In one sensethe questionmay seemsuperfluous.Herewe
are, a companyof theologicalteachers,facing the problem
of the educationof the Americanministryin the momentous
years after the war. What interestshave we in common?
SAn addressdeliveredat the Conferenceof TheologicalSeminaries,Princeton,

New Jersey, June 17, 1920.
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What have we not in common? As Christians,as educators,
as teachers in theological seminaries,there would seem to be
no limit to the subjects in which we have a commoninterest.
If we were to be here for a month instead of for three days
the time would not be long enoughfor the half of them.
But in fact, as we all know, the matter is not so simple.
We are busy men, all of us, and cannot afford to take time
for anything that does not bear directly upon our work. To
justify the continuanceof such an association we must show
not only that we have general interests in common, but that
there are special objects to be met by our coming together,
definite ends which our discussionmay help us to realize.
It is clear that these ends must be one of two kinds: theoretical or practical. We are interested all of us, in a clearer
definition of our task as theological teachers. We are interested equally in anything that we can learn from any quarter
which will help us to discharge that task more effectively.
But no sooner do we begin to make earnest with either of
these aspects of the case than we realize how serious are the
obstacles to be faced. To begin with the theoretical difficulties. We are all alike Christians. We accept the principles of the Christianreligionand have consecratedour lives
to promote the advance of Christ's Kingdom in the world.
We feel that the welfareof mankinddepends on its accepting
the message we have to bring and conformingits life to the
principles we advocate. But alas! We are not ourselves
fully agreedas to what that messageis or what the acceptance
of these principles involves. Our views differ as to matters
of the deepest import for our commonfaith-as to the seat of
authority in religion,as to the person of the Master we serve,
as to the natureof the salvationHe brings,as to the acceptable
method of worshipingGod, and above all, as to the institution
which He has establishedas the organ of our commonservice
and our commonworship. And these differencesdo not concern the circumferenceof our faith merely. They penetrate
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to its very core and center. There are acts of worship than
which none are more sacred in the whole range of Christian experience that our consciences will not allow us to
perform together. There are beliefs touching the central
fact of our Christianfaith on which we differ so widely that
it is not possible for us as yet to live together within the
bounds of a single Christiancommunion. How can we hope,
differingas widely as we do, to find topics for consideration
which we can approach with the freedom which is essential
to profitable discussion without being brought face to face
with such impassible barriers as to make further progress
impossible?
On the practicalside the difficultiesare scarcelyless serious.
These grow out of the wide differencesin the constituencies
which we represent and the particular angle at which the
educational problem presents itself to us. Some of us are
teachers in denominational schools, training men for the
service of a single Christiancommunion. Othersare teachers
in universities where theology is consideredprimarily as an
academic subject and the problems of ecclesiasticalrelationship are negligible,while still others have consciouslyadopted
the ideal of interdenominationalreligious education. We
are training men side by side for the ministry of different
churcheswith the double ideal of fitting them to serve intelligently and loyally in their own churchand of giving them a
sympathetic appreciation of the history and ideals of other
churches. Again the preparationwhich our students bring
with them differswidely. Some of us can take for granted a
college education. Others accept men with less advanced
preparation and must shape their curriculum accordingly.
It is clear that the problemsof the differentgroupsdifferwith
the differencesin the subject-matterwith which they have to
deal. What interests one will be unimportantto the other.
Where, then, shall we find common ground from which to
start ?
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When a theologianis in trouble he is always inclined to go
back to Schleiermacher. Good old Schleiermacher, who
lived before the questionswhich divide us from so many of our
fellow-teachersacrossthe sea had risen above the horizon,and
who can, therefore,be cited even in such an hour and such a
gathering as this without fear of embarrassment. When
Schleiermacherfaced a difficultyhe looked it in the face and
turned it into a friend. "You despise religion," he said to
the cultivated readers to whom he addressedhis "Reden."
"As a man interested in religion I want to find a point of
contact from which we can both start. Very well, let us
agree upon your contempt as something we can both take
for granted."
Imitating Schleiermacher,I propose to you, as the first
of the common interests which justify us in continuing our
association of theological seminariesour differences. I mean
this very seriously. I think the time has come when progress
in theological education all along the line, in theory not less
than in practice, depends upon an intelligent, painstaking,
and sympathetic study of differences. Two attitudes have
been taken in the past toward theologicaldifferences. On the
one hand, men have condemnedthem; on the other, they have
ignored them, or, what came to much the same thing, have
made light of them as unimportant or negligible. Neither
of these attitudes is adequate to meet the present situation.
The differencesare here and they are formidable. Condemnation will not remove them. Depreciationwill not minimize
them. It is time to understandthem, and for this such an
associationas this offersus a uniqueopportunity.
It has always been important to do this. Unfortunatein
its effectsupon the man who is obligedto face the real issues of
life, the departmentalconception of education is never more
disastrousthan in religion; for religion is of all interests the
most comprehensive. It affects the whole life and professes
to make man acquainted with the all-embracing reality.
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Especially is this true of a religion like Christianity which
claims to give knowledgeof the God who is all men's Father.
For the Christianwith the memory of Christ's high-priestly
prayer vivid in his consciousness,differencesof religiousconviction are more than a puzzle. They are a tragedy, for they
separate those whom it is God's will to join together. It
becomes,then, a primaryduty of the Christianto understand
the differencesin existing religion that so far as possible he
may learn how to remove them, or, if that be not feasible, to
minimizetheir divisive effects.
I say so far as possible, for there may be differenceswhich
it is beyond our power to minimize,far less to remove--such
a difference,for example, as that between imperialismand
democracy-the theory which insists that men fulfil their
destiny as they submit their wills blindly to the direction
of an autocratic state and the theory which sees in the state
the expressionof the common will of all the people as it has
been ascertainedthroughfree discussionand expressedthrough
representativeinstitutions. Such a contrast as this-a contrast whichexpressesitself in religion,in the antithesisbetween
ultramontanismin all its forms and that impulse of the free
spirit reaching out after immediate contact with God which
gave birth to the movement which we call Protestantismand
which in a hundredforms is today still strugglingto find more
adequateexpression;such an antithesisas this, I repeat,admits
of no resolution. It presents us with an alternative which
cannot be evaded. It can be dealt with only through the
submissionor the conversionof one or the other of the two
parties to the case.
But there are other differencesnot unimportant or recent
in origin, differences rooted in fundamental qualities of
temperament or age-long associations of history, whose
significanceis altered by understanding. I am thinking of
such differencesas those between the different types of the
religious experience, between the mystic, the legalist, the
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sacramentarian,and the unmetaphysical,common-sensetype
of Christianwho finds his conceptionof religionbest expressed
in the definition of the writer of the Epistle of James. And
those other differences,even more far-reachingin their effects
because they are social as well as individual in character,the
differenceswhich grow out of historic tradition, and express
themselves in the denominationalloyalties which bind men
to churchesas differentin their habits of thought and feeling
as, let us say, the Protestant Episcopal and the Baptist.
These differencesin the form in which they meet us today
are anything but negligible or unimportant. They keep
people apart who ought to be working together. They limit
our freedomof commonaction in those great corporatematters
where Christiansmust speak and work together if speech or
action is to be effective at all. They are, so far as we can see,
permanent differences,as likely to last as the differencesin
color or type which separatethe races. But that is no reason
for believing that the effects which these differences now
produce in sentiment or action will necessarily continue in
their present form or that some way may not be found to
make it possible for the unity which exists in spite of them,
rather let me say through them, to express itself in common
action and, what is quite as important, in common feeling.
How can we tell whether this will be so or not ? Clearly
in one way only, by understandingwhat these differences
really are and whence they come; understandingthem not
in the abstract form in which they meet us in books where
idea is set against idea in logical thesis or antithesis, but as
they meet us in living men to whom they have emotional
values as well and for whom they constitute integral parts of
the complex of feeling, desire, aspiration,and loyalty that we
call human life.
That, as I see it, is the first and greatest opportunity
which this conference offers us-the opportunity of understanding one another better. For, we are all men who have
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set our hands to a practical task of momentous importance.
We are interestedin ourprofessionnot simply as an occupation
of the mind, a matter of natural interest and curiosity, but as
a contributionto the great task of making the world a better
place, and we want to know who are the men with whom we
can co-operatein this enterprise,the men who share with us
our major interest so keenly and intelligently that they will
go to the limit with us in finding some way in which this
dominant sympathy can express itself in spite of difference.
I say, we are men who are united by a practicalpurposeof
far-reachingsignificance. There is, for example, the interest
of securing the common recognitionof the supreme place of
religionin life. It was this which brought us together in the
first place. We wanted to see that our boys whom the draft
had taken from their homes and plunged into conditions of
unexampleddifficultyand responsibilitywere still surrounded
by the safeguards which the home religion afforded. And
when the war was over and the armisticecame and the interrupted studies were taken up we wanted to see to it that those
men who were looking forwardto the ministry as a profession
should have the same right to study under teachers of their
own professionas was granted the engineer or the lawyer or
the physician. And now that the armistice is over, and the
world is turning to the tasks of peace, the same interest continues in an intensified form. We want to see to it that
religionhas its rightfulplace in this country of ours and makes
its contributionto the ideals and purposes that are to shape
our national future. We have learned from the study made
by our Committeeon the War and the Religious Outlookthat
religion is still a natural human interest, deep-seated in the
human heart, only waiting the occasion to express itself,
But we have learnedalso how weak and ineffectiveis the hold
of the Churchupon the imaginationof the rank and file of our
young men, how indefinite and vague are the conceptions
which they hold of the central verities of our common faith,
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and we desire to impress upon the imagination of men in
general the fact that no solution of the great tasks which lie
beforeus can be adequateor effectivethat ignoresthe dynamic
which is laid up for our use in the religiousnature of man or
dispenseswith the appealwhich is providedby the institutions
of historic religion.
But for this we must find some way of acting together in
peace as we acted in war, of making the things that we hold
in common, faith in God, in Jesus Christ, in the meaning of
the universe, in a moral order, in the sinfulness of sin, in the
ultimate triumphof right-we must find some way in which to
make these things stand out before the imagination of the
Americanpeople so that place shall be made for them as an
integral element in the education of the rising generation.
Or again, take the interest that we have in securing and
maintaining an educated ministry. Widely as we may
differin our conceptionof the kind of trainingthat is desirable
or the amount of knowledgewhich it is practicableto require
of men who are to enter the ministry of the Christianchurch,
we are at one in deprecatingthe growing tendency to short
cuts into the ministry. There will be brought before this
conference at another time certain facts as to the present
source of supply of candidates to the ministry which give
cause for serious thought to all who believe in maintaining
the professionalstandards which have obtained in the past.
There is a definite attempt being made on the part of a large
and increasingnumber of institutions to claim for their own
graduatesfull ministerialqualificationswithout putting them
through the discipline which we have hitherto regarded as
necessary for the preparationof the minister of the gospel.
This movement raises questions too serious and far-reaching
to be adequately dealt with by any individual seminary or
group of seminaries. It is only as we come together, studying
the whole question of theologicaleducation in all its bearings
as it affects preparatory school and college as well as the
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seminary curriculumitself that we shall be able to stay this
tide which is sweepingus from our educational moorings and
to maintain in forms the standard of an educated ministry
adapted to the new conditionsof the new age.
This does not mean that our present theologicalcurriculum
will continueunchanged. There is a whole group of questions
that spring to mind on which I cannot even touch in this
connection, questions as to the place of the study of the
original languages, of church history, of systematic theology,
and the other studies of the older curriculumin their relation
to the newer studies which are growing up beside them and
claiming to supplement if not to supersede them. But
whether we believe that more or less radical changes in the
curriculumare necessarywe shall all be at one in feeling that
if we are to stem the tide which is sweepingus from our moorings, we must in some way relate our theological teaching
more definitely to the real world in which men are living
today and to the vital interests which engross their most
seriousattention.
And this brings me to a third of the major interests which
we have in common, the only one of which I shall have time
still to speak, and that is the interest of securing the wider
acceptancein our political and economicas well as in our social
life of the principles of brotherhood,service, and faith that
we all agree are central in the Christianreligion.
There have been two great tendencieswhich have characterized the history of religionin the past. We may call them
the otherworldly and the this-worldly, the tendency which
thinks of religionas a means of fitting man for another world
and a differentlife and the tendency which would use religion
to transform this world and this life. This contrast is, I
believe, so deeply rooted in human nature that it will never be
outgrown. In Christianity as in other religions there will
always be Christians of these two types and we shall make
little progressin our effort after unity if we ignore this fact or
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try to force either group into the mold of the other. But
whetherour Christianitybe of one or other of these two types,
whether religion mean to us fundamentallya way of fitting
men in this world for life in another or a way of making this
world over after the pattern set in the mount we shall all agree
that while we are living in this world Christians should live
according to Christian principles and that their lives in all
their differentaspects of them should conformto the standard
which Jesus has set. And this, we must regretfullyadmit, is
not the case today, for what we professon Sunday of brotherhood and service is too often contradictedby the very conditions into which the necessities of our life plunge us on
Monday. We are living in a world where competition in
the most rigorousand uncompromisingforms rules our business and our politics. We are living in a time of peace under
an ethics which is at heart, as we are coming to see more
clearly every day, an ethics of war, and we realize, even the
most conservative of us, that if we are to make Christianity
mean what it must to the great mass of men and women who
are strugglingfor a better social life in a world where there is
so much that would crowd it out, we must find some way of
giving united witness to that eternal principle of love which
lies at the very heart of our Christianfaith and makes it what
it is.
Only in the light of these great commonpurposescan the
importanceof the differencesof which I have been speakingbe
fully appreciated. For these differences, I repeat, are not
only differencesof theory. They are definite obstacleswhich
prevent us from working together in the very fields where
unity is most important.
Take any one of the fields in which our students will be
called upon to work-the pastorate, teaching, missions in the
largest sense-and we are face to face with the disheartening
and hampering fact of the differences between Christians.
There is the matter of the local church. What a scandalit is
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that where there are such areas of unoccupied territory we
should be wasting our energies in maintaining in a single
country village or small community three or four struggling
and competingchurches,no one of them paying its ministera
living wage, no one of them renderingthe many-sided and
comprehensiveministry that would be possible if all were
combined. We recognizethat the present situation is intolerable and yet we do not correctit. Why? Because we have
not yet learned to see things in their proportionand feel the
problem of ChristianizingAmerica as a single problem at
which we must work together if we are to succeedat all.
There is the matter of religiouseducation, in all its many
phases, in the church, in the community, in the theological
seminaryitself. How inadequate,for example,is the modern
Sunday school for the burdenof responsibilitywhichis placed
upon it and what thousands and hundreds of thousands of
childrenthere are in the congested districts of our great cities
who are not in Sunday schoolsat all. There are the boys and
girls in our high schools and colleges, the young men and
women in our state universities, the great mass of foreigners
coming to this country without knowledgeof our institutions
or sympathetic understandingof the genius of our free Protestantism. There are the earnest men and women in the
labor movement workingin their own way to secure a better
social orderand to realizethe ideal of democracyin industry,
but too often alienated from the church and in ignoranceof
her ideals. Surely,if we are to deal adequatelywith a situation
like this, we must do it together. We who are the teachers
of the teachers of religion must together study the field as a
whole, map out a nation-wideprogramand train the young
men underour instructionto take their part in carryingit out.
Why do we not do it ? Again because of the differences
which divide us; because we have not come to see eye to eye
ourselvesas to the great objective; because we have not discriminatedclearly between the differencesthat grow out of an
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irreconcilableconflict of conviction and those which, while
formidable, are yet consistent with mutual sympathy and
cordial co-operationin pursuit of the greater ends we hold in
common.
What is true of the pastorate and of education is true of
Christian missions in the widest sense. Here at least it is
clear that if we are to succeed at all we must work together.
It is from the foreignfield that the call to unity sounds most
clearly. It is in the foreign field that the most significant
experimentsin union are being tried. It is in its bearingupon
the missionaryenterprisein the largest sense that our home
differencesbecome most formidableand most disheartening.
Who is to deal with such a situation if not we? We, I
repeat, are the teachers of the teachers of religion. We are
training the men who are to mold the Christian sentiment
of the future. It is from us that they must learn the meaning
of the differencesthat divide us, that they may be taught how
to overcomethem.
For they are being overcome; that is the interesting and
inspiring feature in the situation. The movement toward
Christianunity of which I have been speakinghas long passed
the experimental stage. For generations we have been
studying this problem of unity in difference and we have
gathered a body of experiencewhich ought to be part of the
curriculum of every theological seminary in the country.
There is the co-operativemovement in the foreignfield which
expresses itself in such great facts as the Edinburgh and
Panama conferences,and the various organizationsto which
they have given rise,the ContinuationCommittees,the Foreign
Missions Conference,the Laymen's Missionary Movement,
the Missionary Education Movement, not to speak of the
differentunion institutions on the foreign field. There is the
co-operativemovement at home which expresses itself in the
Federal Council, the Home Missions Council, the Council of
ChurchBoards of Education,and the various local federations
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of churches multiplying rapidly in our great cities. There
are the great lay organizations,the Young Men's and the
Young Women's ChristianAssociations. There is the movement for organicunity in all its differentforms. In addition,
no less instructive because not yet so fully in the public eye,
there are the various local experiments in unity which are
being tried all over the country in constantly new and surprisingways.
The impulse to unity which had already found these
differentforms of expressionhas been mightily reinforcedby
the experiencesof the last six years. Here, as in so many
other sides of our Christian life, the war has been a great
teacher. Things that seemedimpossiblebeforeprovedfeasible
when we faced what all recognizedas an unescapableduty.
Beginning the war each with our own independentorganization, before the armistice came we had developedmachinery
throughwhich we could function as one.
And yet this great story, so fascinating in its suggestion,
so rich in its instruction,is far too little known. What place
have we as yet made in our seminary curriculumfor the
study of the co-operativemovement? Above all, what have
we done to teach men the philosophywhichunderliessuccessful
co-operationso that they may approachits difficultiesunderstandingly and plan with some hope of success? Is it too
much to say that one reason why the Interchurch World
Movementfailed to reachthe great successwhichits advocates
anticipated was for lack of the preliminarystudy of the conditions of success? More is needed for unity than good will,
however essential this must be. There must be a knowledge
of the nature of the difficultiesto be overcome, a willingness
to learn from the past, a disposition to build upon whatever
has already been attained that we may go on to something
better.
Is there not here, I repeat, an opportunity for such a
conference as this? For the problem of unity in difference
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which as Christianswe face in the churchis only part of a larger
problemof unity in differencewhich meets us the roundworld
over, and there as here there is no short cut to success. It is
not only for lack of good will that the Leagueof Nations which
opened so promisingly is for the time being under a cloud.
It is because the difficultiesin the way were underestimated
and a short cut sought to ends for which the needed understanding had not yet been reached,or the needed preparation
been made. But the way is forward,not back, and it is we who
must point the way. With whatever else we may be able to
dispensein the new worldthat is building,the teachercertainly
must hold his place. For it is the teacher who takes the long
look and it is the long look which determinesin the end where
men will go.

