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It is common to hear phrases like "the current model of theological 

education is broken," "higher education is fragile," or "the current 

approaches to theological education are not sustainable." Despite 

numerous attempts to address the need for change in theological 

education, only a few examples of innovation have brought about 

profound change within an institution. Over the past two years, we have 

worked with a handful of schools that provide accelerated pastoral 

degree programs (APDP). Our work has been focused on two things: 1)

exploring thriving programs to see if there is a set of best practices for 

accelerated programs and 2) providing opportunities for schools to 

enhance their programs by leveraging these best practices. 

 



One result of the project is this .Innovation Playbook. Based on our 

research, conversations, and the ongoing work of our lead authors, 

this Playbook provides a framework for innovation that addresses 

why we need to innovate, the common barriers we encounter in 

theological education, a description of a missional innovation 

mindset, and a series of practices to overcome the common 

barriers. Then, we offer a list of proven accelerants for enrollment 

and operations. 

As with all things, the information in this Playbook must be 

contextualized by each organization. Nonetheless, the information 

should be taken seriously. It builds not only on the exploration of 

accelerated pastoral degree programs but also on the most 

current research on innovation. which points to the importance of 

developing a climate or culture of innovation within organizations. 

If you want to dive deeper into this conversation, feel free to 

contact us at hello@symporus.com 

Greg Henson and Mike Cuckler 

 



Executive 
Summary 

Innovation must be rooted in the Mission of God and assessed 

through its transformational impact on organizations and the 

people with whom that organization interacts. It must focus on 

something other than growth because growth is not a strategy. 

If we focus on growth, we inevitably focus on developing new 

products (i.e., programs), which routinely fail. Larry Keely, co­

founder of Doblin -- Deloitte LLP's innovation and design firm, 

reminds us that these beliefs not only distract but also push 

people down a path that is less productive and less focused. 

While growth is often an outcome of innovation, it is not a 

requirement. To adequately address the need for innovation, we 

must focus on developing a culture that engages in innovating. 

In his research on creativity, Swedish researcher Goran Ekvall 

refers to this as developing a creative climate. 

 



To achieve this goal of creating a culture that engages in 

innovating (i.e., approach innovation as a verb rather than a 

noun), it is essential to consider why we innovate, what gets in 

the way, and what practices help us a long the way. In his 

doctoral work on fostering fresh expressions of theological 

education, Greg Henson created expressions for practicing 

innovation within theological schools. We adopted that 

framework and added a series of mindsets and best practices 

related to accelerated pastoral degree programs. Greg's 

research covers 15 years of work connected to over 60 seminaries 

within the Association of Theological Schools and dozens of 

ministries spread across six continents. 

We innovate because we are a people of God who, by the power 

of the Spirit, follow Jesus into the world as God calls us to 

participate in God's grand renewal project. As schools, we often 

bump into barriers created by competitive governance 

structures, conflicting institutional narratives, unexamined 

educational philosophies, scarcity mindsets, and creative 

paralysis. We must develop trustworthy communities, shared 

understandings of reality, and empowering structures to 

overcome these barriers. In our experience, this is best done by 

adopting an innovative mindset and engaging in a series of 

practices that cultivate a creative climate within our 

organization. 

When we appropriately engage in these practices, it becomes 

much easier to implement and experiment with the proven 

enrollment and operational accelerants identified by schools 

with thriving accelerated pastoral development programs. 



Why Innovate?
Three primary reasons we need to invest significant 

time, energy, and resources into the work of innovation: 

01 

02 

03 

Because we are following Jesus 

into the world (John 20:21) 

We participate in the work of innovation 

because Jesus has sent us to participate in 

God's grand renewal project by the power of 

the Spirit. We cannot rest in our places of 

comfort and power. Instead, we follow Jesus 

into the world as we participate in the 

creativity of God - welcoming the change it 

requires of us. 

Because following Jesus requires 

ongoing discernment (John 16:13) 

We participate in the work of innovation 

because following Jesus is d formational, 

long-term, ever-unfolding, developmentally­

oriented endeavor that requires ongoing 

communal discernment-that is, continual 

change. 

Because it is an act of 

stewardship (Matthew 25:19-21) 

We participate in the work of innovation 

because we are stewarding vast 

storehouses full of God's resources (i.e., ten 

talents). We must not strive merely for 

sustainability or survival. Faithful stewards 

are productive conduits (as opposed to 

protective managers) of God's blessing. 

This requires ongoing attentiveness to how 

God's resources are utilized and the fruit we 

are seeing, thereby encouraging ongoing 

change. 



Common Barriers 



While shared governance is touted as a lofty goal in the world of 

higher education, it has become the source of several issues - most 

of which stem from the fact that schools often approach 

governance, as Dan Aleshire remarked, by thinking about "control 

and who has it rather than mission fulfillment." 

As a result, governance has become a competition for power, 

resources, influence, time, energy, and attention. In our attempts to 

divvy up the work of an institution, we set the stage for people to 

put on blinders, focus on one particular aspect of the work, and 

then become champions for that one cause. While this seems like a 

great way to increase productivity, engagement, and efficiency, our 

history tells a different story. In reality, it often fosters distrust, 

disintegration, silos, and battles over finances, control, and 

decision-making. Perhaps most importantly, it fosters conflicting 

views of reality. 



Barrier #2: 

Conflicting Views 
of Reality 

In my years of experience, the 

"problem" most schools are trying 

to solve through innovation has 

been needing more money. While 

that perceived "need" seems to be 

shared, the reasons for why it is a 

problem are never shared. Faculty 

have one reason, administrators 

another, and the board could 

have a third or a combination of 

the two. 

The heart of the issue is an internal 

competition for power and 

resources created by our default 

approach to shared governance. As 

a result we define problems -

reality - in ways that support our 

needs and desires. Since our needs 

and desires are not shared, we 

develop conflicting views of reality. 

The more profound institution­

shaping ideas and structures, 

therefore, remain unexamined. The 

most important of which is the 

educational philosophies that are 

often taken for granted. 
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Practicing Innovation 







Empowering Structures 
Our governance structures. organizational design, and change management processes all have the power to fuel 

or snuff out innovation. Even if we successfully build a trustworthy community and a shared understanding of 

reality, our work will come to a grinding halt if we implement empowering structures. As long as our work is bound 

up in structures that either push against innovation (often unintentionally) or assume innovation is primarily a task 

of helping the faculty generate and implement new ideas in the form of new programs or educational offerings 

(i.e., "new products"), we will not see meaningful fruit. 

Think Broadly: 
Configuring ecosystems 

Anything we do in the life of an institution engaged in theological 

education impacts everything we do in that same institution. That is to 

say, our work is thoroughly integrated. Therefore, whatever fresh 

expressions we hope to launch must be intergrated as well. I refer to 

this as "integrated innovation," which builds on the work of Jay Doblin 

and Larry Keely. This approach requires organizations to consider 

multiple aspects of their work simultaneously rather than focusing 

energy on building a better product (i.e., launching a new program). 

Putting this into practice means facilitating conversations about the 

integrated nature of our work as organizations so that everyone can see 

how the pieces connect. It also means leveraging platform thinking by 

configuring on ecosystem that empowers external collaborators to build 

value for students and the more comprehensive network connected to 

a given institution. 

Release p<)\vcr: Empc)\vcring nc,v 
voices through collaborative 
governance 
The internal competition for resources, time, energy, and attention is a natural 

byproduct of shared governance structures rooted in a "divide-and-conquer" 

approach to organizational development. It is also natural for such structures to 

privilege certain voices, thereby imbuing them with extraordinary power; for 

innovation to take root within our organizations, that power must be released and 

distributed, thereby empowering new and alternative voices to be engaged in the 

collaborative work of governance. 

Given the history and formative influences at play within higher education, the 

board and faculty often must release power. Power for curricular control must be 

distributed among staff, administrators, external partners, and students. Power 

for strategy development, financial oversight, and institutional identity of the 

wider community must be distributed in the same fashion. 

Adapt freely: Celebrating 
failure and resisting 
permanence 

Building on following the Spirit and adapting freely requires following the same 

process of listening, analyzing, adopting, implementing, and listening again. In this 

step, however, we add the opportunity to celebrate "failure" and drive home that 

developing something "permanent" is not our goal. We ore simply developing the 

next iteration. Warner Burke perhaps said 1t best when he noted, "The change 

initiative must never stop." 

We can practice this by giving conversational space to what we learn from our 

frictionless experiments, interactions with students, and input from external 

constituencies - especially when they "foil" to produce the intended fruit. It is this 

attention to continuous improvement that nurtures innovation. We never fail. We 

only learn. 



Innovation 
Mindset 

CULTIVATING A MINDSET TOWARD INNOVATION 

Creating a creative climate where these practices for innovation con be 

implemented often requires a shift in the mindset of the school. The shift may 

need to happen within the board, faculty, and administration. We refer to this 

as on "innovating mindset" because innovating is a verb - it requires action. 

Those actions ore shaped by the mindset of the people engaging in the work. 

Based on our conversations with schools with thriving accelerated pastoral 

development programs. the following list describes a mindset that creates 

fertile ground for engaging in innovation practices. 
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Theological education must be affordable. 
It is the school's responsibility to drive down the price of education 

by reducing its cost to educate a student. It is not the responsibility 

of donors, the government, or other scholarship avenues. 

Theological education must be accessible. 
Ensure your strategies are communicated clearly and consistently to all 

relevant stakeholders. You can effectively convey your message through 

multiple channels, such as meetings, emails, and presentations. 

Theological education must be contextual, 
experiential, and faithful. 
We must deploy educational opportunities in a multitude of 

contexts. Those contexts should not only inform the modality but 

also the standards of excellence and particularities of the content. 

Theological education must be experiential. 
Applicants come into our degrees with a broad range of skills and 

experience. We must use that experience to accelerate degrees through 

prior and project-based learning. 

Theological education must be faithful. 
We are not simply selling degrees. We are joining with the Church 

as it develops followers of Jesus. 

We must have a high tolerance for ambiguity. 
Following the Spirit requires us to embrace ongoing change and 

improvement constantly. 

Missional unity, clarity, and alignment are 
paramount. 
We are mission-driven, first and always. To stay clear and focused 

on our mission, we must consistently compare our stated mission 

and values to our operational practices. 
20 



Collaboration. 

A university's faculty are not the only experts 1 Theological 

education is a system of interconnected and interdependent 

parts. Therefore, we collaborate with networks to create and 

deliver academic content and programs. 

Ongoing Innovation. IL 
We embrace the frontier and create a climate for ongoing innovation. 

We identify and change assumptions, policies, strategies, etc., that may 

hinder innovation and growth. 

Accountability. 
We hold ourselves accountable to the outcomes we can control. 

Partnership-Facing. IL 
Everything we do begins with the assumption that it can be done better 

in partnership with someone else. This applies to all of the various types 

of partnerships in which we engage. 

Yes. 

When there is a perceived missional alignment with a partner or 

project, we start with "yes" and then figure it out. 

We are a Network. 

Residential learning is one of many delivery options, and all students are 

of equal value and importance regardless of their location 

or modality of learning. 

 



Assess program quality through the 

outcomes demonstrated by the students 

rather than assuming it through the 

program's structure (i.e., number of credit 

hours, types of courses, and learning path). 

Doing so allows the program to take many 

forms and leverage many of the ideas listed 

below. Assessment of learning and impact 

comes after the program, so set aside 

assumptions about what will and won't 

produce high-quality graduates. 

CREATE MULTIPLE ON-RAMPS 

1. Partner with local churches that already

offer local training opportunities.

2. Embrace prior learning credit, even for

young students, using competency­

based learning portfolios.

3. Leverage dual-enrollment opportunities

with local high schools, especially

Christian/private schools.

4. Maximize advanced standing from

multiple BA programs rather than only

Bible/Theology/Ministry programs.

REMOVING BARRIERS TO ENTRY 

1. Create easy ways for students to express

interest in the program.

a.Checkboxes on every application for

admission rather than special

applications for just this program

b. Reduce the program entry

requirements to create a large funnel

of prospective students, which can be 

reduced through various stages of 

admission.

2.Allow advanced standing from multiple BA

programs rather than only

Bible/Theology/Ministry programs.

3. Maximize transfer credit from other

schools.

4.Create seamless movement between

programs.

21 



IMPLEMENT COURSES THAT ARE 

NOT RESTRICTED BY TIME 

1.Award as much credit as possible for

church residency/internship experiences.

2. Use competency-based delivery

modalities where possible, even if not

using an entire competency-based

degree.

TAKE FULL ADVANTAGE OF 

PROGRAM FLEXIBILITY ALLOWED 

BY ACCREDITORS 

1. Use a minimum number of credit hours

for all degrees.

2. Maximize shared credit, advanced

standing, prior learning, and

internship/practicum experiences.

3. Connect credit to conferences, church­

based learning opportunities, and

competency-based portfolios (e.g.,

Exponential, Catalyst, Orange, TheosU,

l0!Ten, and others).

4. Remove electives and build program

specialization through church residency

experiences.

IMPLEMENT COURSES AND 

PROGRAMS THAT ARE NOT 

RESTRICTED BY LOCATION 

1. Do not require students to attend courses

on campus. Instead, make that campus

experience an enticing option (i.e., invite

them, do not require them to be on

campus).

2.Allow students from multiple locations (i.e.,

partner sites, local churches, etc.) to

interact with each other online.

3. Create multiple church residency options.

Do not require students to move. Invite

them to move to a church but also allow

them to engage in church residencies

where they are located. This will require

multiple ways for churches to work with

the school.

TAKE A PARTNERSHIP 

APPROACH 

1. Partner with multiple schools other than

your own (community colleges,

universities/colleges, seminaries, etc.).

2. Work with local churches to create

localized courses.

3. Create easy ways for churches and

denominations to partner with you.
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ACCELERATING 
OPERATIONAL 

EFFECTIVENESS 



-

Once again, assessment systems should be developed to assess 

program quality through the outcomes demonstrated by the 

students. Often, this requires developing new approaches to student 

learning and program assessment that are not built on current 

practices implemented at a school. Doing so encourages flexibility 

and experimentation. 

Remove structural barriers to innovation and experimentation 
1.Create governance structures that allow accelerated programs 

to implement curricular changes without broader institutional 

approval. 

2. Place accelerated degree programs inside of a nimble, 

executive-led team with the authority to move quickly. 

3. Empower small teams to make decisions without requiring 

approval from the entire institution. 

4. If necessary, create separate departments, colleges within a 

university, or divisions that can operate accelerated degree 

programs independently of traditional structures to create 

space for ongoing change and experimentation. 

Empower alternative voices 
1.Allow voices from across the institution to speak about the 

program's structure and operations (i.e., it should not be built 

solely by faculty or solely by administrators). 

2. Create ways for partners (e.g., churches, denominations, 

conferences, etc.) to develop alternative pathways for the 

students they serve. 

Ensure institutional leadership fully supports accelerated degree 

programs and is willing to experiment with modalities and 

practices outside the organization's current reality (i.e., if the 

school is primarily residential, ensure the leadership is open to 

non-residential learning). 

Create affordable and accessible programs that are not 
dependent on grant funds 

1. Do not use grant funds to provide scholarships. 

2. Do not use grant funds to create unsustainable operational 

practices. 

3. Use grant funds to accelerate "time to market" but not to 

subsidize ongoing operations. 



Produced by 

Greg Henson, President of Kairos University 

and 

Mike Cuckler, Chair of School of Divinity at Southeastern University 

For more information or help implementing these ideas, 

please email us atjmcuckler@seu.edu or ghenson@kairos.edu 

Innovation Framework adapted from "Practicing Innovation: Empowering Fresh Expressions of Theological Education" by Greg Henson. 
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