Philosophy of Theological
Education: Between Knowledge of
God and Holistic Formation

Article based on sermon May 7, 2025; English version May 11, 2026.
By Willem J. de Wit

This article is based on an Arabic sermon in the ETSC chapel and
was published in Dutch as part of a series: Willem-Jan de Wit,
“Vanuit Egypte (5),” Kerk en Theologie 76.3 (2025), 418-27,
https://doi.org/10.5117/KT2025.3.008.KRON. The English ver-
sion has been created with help of Microsoft Copilot.

The appendix to this English version contains the Arabic
handout that was distributed during the chapel service.

Welcome to the Evangelical Theological Seminary in Cairo (ETSC),
where | live and work! | would be glad to give you a short tour:

1.

Entrance. When we enter the main building of the seminary
through the main entrance, we arrive in a spacious hall. Along the
wall hang numerous photos from the history of the seminary —
including an image of a characteristic sailboat on the Nile.
Windows. We walk straight ahead and arrive at sliding doors that
form the separation between the hall and the chapel. We pass
through these doors and see on the left and right in the chapel
four colorful stained-glass windows depicting Christ.

Cross. We walk all the way to the front of the chapel, where a
cross hangs on the wall above the pulpit/lectern. We pause at the
cross and turn around.

Windows. We walk back through the chapel, past the stained-
glass windows on both sides, toward the sliding doors.

Exit. We walk through the hall again and leave through the main
door, out into the wide world.
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As we walk, you undoubtedly think: beautiful, but what is the deeper
meaning of all this? Let me share with you some reflections that | pre-
viously shared at the seminary itself.

Philosophy of Theological Education

Wednesday, 7 May 2025. Today | am speaking in our seminary chapel
on Falsafat al-ta‘lim al-lahati: bayna ma’'rifat Allah wa-al-tashkil al-
shamil (“Philosophy of Theological Education: Between Knowledge of
God and Holistic Formation”). We begin by reading John 1:18 and
14:9: “No one has ever seen God; the only begotten Son, who is in the
bosom of the Father, He has declared Him” and “He who has seen Me
has seen the Father” (NKJV).!

| promise that it will slowly but surely become clear why | chose this
Scripture reading, but let me first explain how | arrived at the topic.
For the seminary’s re-accreditation in 2026, it is important that we
meet the following standard:

Institutions have a clearly articulated educational philosophy that is
grounded theologically and that undergirds the curriculum and the
learning and teaching strategy. The entire learning community un-
derstands and actively engages with the institution’s approach to
the nature, purpose, and practice of theological education. ... Insti-
tutions make their statement of educational philosophy ... publicly
available.?

The problem is that our seminary has never drafted and published a
document titled “Our Educational Philosophy.”

The seminary does have a clear mission statement: it trains pastors,
ministers, and leaders for the Evangelical Presbyterian Church [in
Egypt] and other churches in Egypt, the Arab world, and Arab

1 In the Arabic-speaking world, the Van Dyck translation (1865) is the standard Bible
translation. Like the New King James Version, it follows the textus receptus.

2 ECTE, Standards and Guidelines for Accreditation (2023), B.3.1. Similarly: ICETE, Standards
and Guidelines for Global Evangelical Theological Education, 3 ed. (2023), B.3.1.
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communities worldwide, to serve in church and society.? So the mis-
sion statement does articulate why (with what purpose) we train our
students, but not how we do this in the form of an educational phi-
losophy statement.

1. Into the Seminary: Holistic Formation

Yet we do implicitly have an educational philosophy. In recent days |
asked several students in our Master of Divinity (MDiv) program how
our education differs from the education at the universities where
they completed a bachelor’s degree (in another field). They all gave
roughly the same answer: at the university the focus was on acquiring
knowledge, while at our seminary the focus is on holistic formation.

During our major curriculum revision in 2013-2014, we gave special
attention to “formation.” A group of courses received a course code
beginning with F for “formation,” for example:

- F411 Personal Formation: weekly pastoral conversation groups
- F421 Spiritual Formation
- F431 Ministry Formation: Foundations of Ministry

3 Cf. “Mission Statement,” ETSC site, https://etsc.org/mission-statement (accessed
June 16, 2025): “The preparation, equipment and training of pastors, ministers and
leaders of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church and various churches in Egypt, the
Arab world and the Arab communities abroad, to be qualified to serve the church
and society.”



Internships already existed before 2014, but since that year students
receive academic credit for them, to indicate that we see this practical
formation as an essential part of the program.

A few years later, the seminary’s educational goals were formulated
as follows:

ETSC’s educational goals (objectives):

1. Intellectual Goal: Building comprehensive and critical
knowledge and understanding of Christian traditions.

2. Spiritual Goal: Deepening students’ own spiritual life and prac-
tices so that they will be examples in life and ministry.

3. Relational Goal: Developing capacity for ecumenical and inter-
religious relations to participate in God’s reconciliation and ef-
fectively bring a prophetic voice to society.

4. Practical Goal: Developing pastoral leadership to faithfully and
skillfully practice Christian ministry to serve people inside and
outside the Church.

These goals are reflected especially in the four-year curriculum that
my colleague Rev. Dr. Esther Shin, together with others, developed for
the weekly care groups (also called “discipleship groups”) in the MDiv
program.

In 2021, at the end of his presidency, Rev. Dr. Atef M. Gendy delivered
an address at the graduation ceremony in which he discussed various
paradigms of theological education through the centuries and used
the word “formation” to characterize ETSC’s educational philosophy.
He distinguished four types of formation: spiritual formation, cogni-
tive formation, personal formation, and skills formation.*

4 “Atif Muhanni al-Mu‘asrani [Atef M. Gendy], Al-ta‘lim al-IGhati bayna sihhat al-
mu‘tagad wa-istigadmat al-hayah [Theological Education between the Health of Be-
lief and the Integrity of Life] (graduation address, Evangelical Theological Seminary
in Cairo, September 17, 2021), 14-16.



All these examples show that “formation” is an important core con-
cept in the implicit educational philosophy of our seminary. However,
ECTE expects not only that we have an educational philosophy but
also that it is theologically grounded. A simple starting point might be:
“holistic formation” as an educational philosophy aligns with the the-
ological perspective that the (whole) human being is created in the
image of God—not only the intellect, but the person as a whole.

But ECTE asks even more: we must have a publicly available statement
of our educational philosophy. We may not have such a written text,
but we do have something else: anyone who enters the seminary
through the main entrance sees the image of the sailboat on the
photo wall. And everyone in the seminary community knows the
story: in its early days (founded in 1863), the seminary was located on
a boat that sailed along the Nile. During the day the students received
lessons on the boat, and in the evenings they went into the villages
to evangelize and serve in the congregations. The image of the boat
continually reminds us: “holistic formation” has been in the DNA of
our seminary from the very beginning.

2. Into the Chapel: Knowledge of God — Remembrance
of Christ




With the above, much has already been said, but | invite you to take
one more step. The approach to theological education as “formation
of the student” has strengths but also raises questions. For example:

a.

In what direction or according to what image should the student
be formed? Who determines that?

Does emphasizing formation risk an excessive focus on the stu-
dent and an attitude of: “If something doesn’t form me, then it
isn’t important”?

Do we risk losing sight of the fact that theology is first of all theol-
ogy—speaking about or knowing God?

If “formation” is to function as a philosophy for theological education
without going astray, it must be placed within a larger framework. Let
me offer a few classic theological notions that can help:

d.

Calvin begins the Institutes with his famous words about
knowledge of God and knowledge of ourselves: “Nearly all the
wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, con-
sists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.”> How
do we come to know God? The Belgic Confession (art. 2) says:
through the book of nature and especially through the book of

> John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford
Lewis Battles, Library of Christian Classics (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press, 2011), 35 (section 1.1.1).



Scripture. But there is also a more specific answer: we know God
through Jesus Christ.

b. In Christian theology we speak not only of creation in the image
of God but also of the renewal of the image of God in us. “For-
mation” then gains a specific direction: it is formation into the im-
age of Christ.

Within the seminary we find this framework with these two lines
when we move from the central hall with the sailboat as a symbol of
holistic formation into the chapel — the true beating heart of the sem-
inary —and seek there, more specifically, our philosophy of theological
education.

Let me first develop the first line: theology is about knowledge of God
through Jesus Christ. “No one has ever seen God; the only begotten
Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him”; “He
who has seen Me has seen the Father” (John 1:18, 14:9). If we want
to know God, we must remember Christ. The continual remembrance
of Christ — in the Lord’s Supper but also more broadly — deepens our
knowledge of God.

In our chapel, since 2014, there are four large stained-glass windows
depicting Christ. Let me be honest: if my opinion had been asked at
the time, | probably would not have been in favor of placing images
of Christ in the chapel. Theologically it may be defensible, but | still
feel some hesitation.® But they are there now, and therefore today |
want to look at them positively: they show Christ praying, Christ
teaching, Christ shepherding, and Christ serving.

It is often said that these images show students, as future pastors, in
what ways they should follow Christ’s example. But for me that is not
the first message of these images. First and foremost, they proclaim

5 I’'m not alone in this hesitation: after this sermon, some students shared with me
that when they came first to the seminary, they were surprised to find such win-
dows depicting Christ in the chapel of our Evangelical Presbyterian seminary.
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who God is for us. The message of each image is: “No one has ever
seen God,” but “he who has seen Me has seen the Father.”

The chapel and especially the windows contain an implicit educa-
tional philosophy. The first aspect of it is this: they invite us to grow
in the knowledge of God — of who God is for us — by continually re-
membering Christ.

Time does not permit us to meditate at length on each window, but
let us briefly look at the image of Christ as shepherd. It calls Psalm 23
to mind: “The LORD is my Shepherd.” But it also recalls how Christ
develops this image further: He is the Good Shepherd who “gives His
life for the sheep” (John 10:11).

3. Focus and Turning Point: The Cross

This brings us one step further: let us turn our gaze from the windows
on the side walls to the focal point of the chapel, the cross above the
pulpit. In the cross Christ reveals God in the deepest way. It is the par-
adox or mystery of our faith: Jesus reveals how God loves us to the
very end when He cries out, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken
Me?”

Anyone who tries to interpret this God-forsakenness can only stam-
mer: God’s wrath against sin, God’s absence, the death of all messi-
anic/spiritual/religious dreams, the free reign of the power of evil and
death, ...



The Reformed tradition has understood it strikingly as the descent
into hell. In the words of the classic Dutch Form for the Administration
of the Lord’s Supper: “On the tree of the cross, He humbled Himself
with body and soul to the deepest shame and anguish of hell, when
He cried out with a loud voice: ‘My God! My God! Why have You for-
saken Me?’ so that we might be accepted by God and nevermore be
forsaken by Him”” (cf. Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 44).

Put differently: that verse from Psalm 23, “Even though | walk through
the valley of the shadow of death, | will fear no evil, for You are with
me,” is true in the deepest sense because You who are with me, You
are the One who cried out with Psalm 22: “My God, My God, why
have You forsaken Me?”

The path of theological education as knowledge of God thus reaches
its deepest point at the cross. “He who has seen Me” — even when |
cried out on the cross, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken
Me?” — “has seen the Father,” has seen how God loves us to the end.

The cross is the focal point of our chapel and of our faith, and at the
same time the turning point. Through His death on the cross, Christ
has set us free, and we are invited to die with Christ so that we may
be free: free from sin, the world, religion, the devil, ourselves; and
free for love, holiness, service, mission—following Christ.

4. Leaving the Chapel: Holistic Formation — Following
Christ
When we stand at the cross and turn around to leave the chapel, let

us look again at the windows. The images of Christ not only tell us
who God is for us, but also to what we are called. It is about being

7 For the Dutch text of this form, see: https://dienstboek.protestantsekerk.nl/zon-
feestdagen/orden-van-dienst/gereformeerde-en-confessionele-liturgie/87.
It is also available in Arabic translation. See https://journal.etsc.org/arabic.

9



https://dienstboek.protestantsekerk.nl/zon-feestdagen/orden-van-dienst/gereformeerde-en-confessionele-liturgie/87
https://dienstboek.protestantsekerk.nl/zon-feestdagen/orden-van-dienst/gereformeerde-en-confessionele-liturgie/87
https://journal.etsc.org/arabic

increasingly formed into the image of Christ, in our personal lives and
in our ministry.

The second aspect of the educational philosophy of our chapel is
therefore this: the chapel and especially the windows invite us to ho-
listic formation into the image of Christ, that is, to following Christ in
our personal lives, in all aspects of our ministry (prayer, pastoral care,
teaching, serving), and in our mission in the world.

5. Leaving the Seminary

We entered the hall of the seminary and then the chapel, walked to
the cross, turned around, and then left the chapel again. Now a final
step would follow: leaving the seminary, out into the world. But time
does not permit me to elaborate on that now. Moreover, that step of
going out from the seminary is still to come: we will mark it later this
month during the graduation ceremony.
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8 ECTE, Standards and Guidelines for Accreditation (2023), B.3.1. Similarly: ICETE,
Standards and Guidelines for Global Evangelical Theological Education, 3™ ed.
(2023), B.3.1.
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% See also ETSC’s 2019 Self-Evaluation Report, section 5.3: “Comparing ETSC’s edu-
cational methods with those of other educational institutions in its context, which
is the country of Egypt, illuminates the ways in which ETSC’s theology guides and
illuminates its educational practice. Committing to excellence in education is in it-
self a striking Christian message to the society and context in which ETSC operates.
Egypt is severely lacking in the area of educational and vocational integrity, so doing
things in the best way possible is proclaiming a message to Egyptian society. Even if
ETSC only offered excellent educational practice without theological content (i.e.
teaching academic fields other than theology), it would still be making a profound
Christian statement within its surroundings simply by a commitment to excellence
that glorifies God and shines forth God’s purposes for creation. ETSC’s dedication
to strong holistic education stands in strong contrast with a history in Egypt of rote-
based, simplistic religious education lagging far behind even the woefully inade-
quate quality of secular education. Thus our theology calls us to radical witness and
proclamation by promoting excellence in education and the formation of Christian
character.”
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ETSC’s educational goals (objectives):

1. Intellectual Goal: Building comprehensive and critical knowledge
and understanding of Christian traditions.

2. Spiritual Goal: Deepening students’ own spiritual life and prac-
tices so that they will be examples in life and ministry.

3. Relational Goal: Developing capacity for ecumenical and interre-
ligious relations to participate in God’s reconciliation and effectively
bring a prophetic voice to the society.

4. Practical Goal: Developing pastoral leadership to faithfully and
skillfully practice of Christian ministry to serve people inside and
outside the Church.
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The first aspect of the educational philosophy of our chapel:
the invitation to grow in the knowledge of God — who God is
for us — by remembering Christ again and again.
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That in my greatest temptations | may be assured that Christ my
Lord, by His inexpressible anguish, pains, and terrors, which He
suffered in His soul on the cross and before, has redeemed me
from the anguish and torment of hell.12
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12 James T. Dennison, Reformed Confessions of the 16th and 17th Centuries in Eng-
lish Translation: 1523—-1693, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books,
2008-2014), 779.

13 https://ar.ligonier.org/creeds-and-confessions/the-heidelberg-catechism/
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15 See On the Way to the Living God, 6.6, https://wjdw.nl/english.
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The second aspect of the educational philosophy of our
chapel: the invitation to holistic formation according to the
image of Christ, i.e., to follow Christ, in our personal lives, all

aspects of our ministry (praying, ‘shepherding’, teaching, serv-
ing, ...), and our mission in the world.
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