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Today's	question:	"You	mentioned	in	a	video	about	training	that	key	parts	of	your
theological	knowledge/training	you	had	to	work	on	yourself	in	your	own	time	as	they
weren't	addressed	in	the	curriculum.	What	were	those	key	areas?"
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If	you	have	any	questions,	you	can	leave	them	on	my	Curious	Cat	account:
https://curiouscat.me/zugzwanged.

If	you	have	enjoyed	these	talks,	please	tell	your	friends	and	consider	supporting	me	on
Patreon:	https://www.patreon.com/zugzwanged.

The	audio	of	all	of	my	videos	is	available	on	my	Soundcloud	account:
https://soundcloud.com/alastairadversaria.	You	can	also	listen	to	the	audio	of	these
episodes	on	iTunes:	https://itunes.apple.com/gb/podcast/alastairs-
adversaria/id1416351035?mt=2.

Transcript
Welcome	back.	Today's	question	is	a	follow-on	from	yesterday's	question.	 It	reads,	You
mentioned	 in	 a	 video	 about	 training	 that	 key	 parts	 of	 your	 theological	 knowledge	 or
training	you	had	to	work	on	yourself	in	your	own	time	as	they	weren't	addressed	in	the
curriculum.

What	 were	 those	 key	 areas?	 Well,	 just	 about	 every	 single	 area	 of	 my	 theology	 was
largely	worked	on	in	my	own	time.	These	aren't	things	that	your	theological	training	will
give	 you,	 for	 the	most	 part.	 It	 will	 challenge	 you	 to	 develop	 in	 a	 number	 of	 different
areas,	and	it	will	give	you	the	tools,	the	basic	tools	with	which	to	help	you,	but	it	can't
take	you	very	far.

It	doesn't	have	enough	time	to	work	with	apart	from	anything	else.	Unless	you	are	willing
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to	devote	yourself	wholeheartedly	 to	 it,	 it	won't	bring	you	very	 far.	 If	you're	 just	doing
enough	to	keep	up	with	your	classes	and	attending	those	classes,	you	can	coast	through
and	you'll	be	completely	unqualified	to	deal	with	theology.

You'll	have	a	little	knowledge	and	that	knowledge	will	be	more	of	a	liability	than	it	will	be
a	 benefit.	 If,	 however,	 you	 use	 that	 time	 intensively	 and	 really	make	 the	most	 of	 the
resources	 that	 are	 put	 at	 your	 disposal,	make	 the	most	 of	 the	peer	 group	 that	 you're
given,	make	the	most	of	 the	mentors	and	examples	that	you're	given	 in	terms	of	your
lecturers	 and	 other	 students,	 particularly	 PhD	 students.	 If	 you're	 a	 younger	 student,
spend	time	with	the	PhD	students	and	learn	from	them.

That's	one	of	the	ways	that	I	really	found	myself	benefiting	from	theological	education,
spending	time	with	the	students	who	were	several	years	more	advanced	in	their	studies
than	 I	 was	 and	 learning	 how	 to	 think	 from	 them	 and	 having	 time	 with	 them	 that	 I
wouldn't	be	able	to	have	with	some	of	the	lecturers	was	very	formative	for	me.	So	find
people	just	that	stage	up	from	you	who	will	be	able	to	push	you	a	bit	further.	As	for	areas
that	will	almost	completely	left	off,	liturgy,	you	won't	get	taught	anything	about	liturgy	in
most	theological,	in	most	university	training	in	theology.

It	 just	 isn't	 there.	 There	 will	 be	 some	 training	 in	 the	 theology	 of	 the	 sacraments,	 for
instance,	and	there	will	be	some	training	in	other	areas	that	may	be	related,	things	like
the	use	of	the	creed,	things	like	that.	But	there	won't	be	much	grounding	in	liturgy	and
you'll	find	the	same	in	many	seminaries.

It's	an	area	that	is	largely	missed	out.	It's	one	of	the	things	that	the	Theopolis	Institute	is
really	aiming	to	do	to	fill	that	gap.	And	so	we	have	a	Theopolis	Fellows	programme	that	if
you're	interested	in,	I	could	tell	you	more	about,	but	it	is	designed	to	plug	some	of	that
gap.

Also	the	gap	in	biblical	theology.	There	are	various	courses	in	biblical	theology,	but	often
what	you	find	is	you're	given	the	basic	tools,	the	linguistic	tools	and	a	certain	sense	of
the	map	of	scripture	and	how	it	fits	together.	Some	of	the	hermeneutical	issues	or	tackle
things	like	that.

But	in	terms	of	a	deep	knowledge	of	the	text,	you	won't	get	that.	You'll	have	a	very	basic
overview	of	the	text	if	you're	lucky	and	you'll	drill	in	on	certain	parts.	You'll	maybe	do	an
extensive	series	on	the	Johannine	literature	or	certain	Pauline	epistles.

But	in	terms	of	a	comprehensive	knowledge	of	the	Old	and	New	Testaments	and	thinking
about	 how	 those	 relate	 together,	 you	 are	 not	 going	 to	 get	 that	 in	 most	 theological
education.	That	in	part	is	a	fault	of	the	education,	but	for	the	most	part,	it's	just	a	factor
of	a	result	of	its	limits.	It	doesn't	have	much	time	to	do	all	of	this.

This	takes	a	considerable	amount	of	personal	devotion	to	study.	You	need	to	do	this	in



your	own	time.	It	won't	be	done	for	you	by	an	education.

And	 so	 spend	hours	 reading	 commentaries,	 spend	hours	 listening	 to	 talks	 on	different
books,	spend	a	great	deal	of	time	writing	on	these	things.	Without	that,	you	 just	won't
have	that	to	the	extent	that	you	need	it.	In	a	typical	theological	training	in	a	university,
you	 won't	 be	 trained	 to	 speak	 about	 Scripture	 in	 a	 sermon	 setting,	 to	 address	 a
congregation	and	exhort	people	from	Scripture.

And	 so	 that	 connection	 between	 theory	 and	 exhortation	 is	 one	 that	 isn't	 significantly
addressed.	There	is	some	of	that	perhaps	in	places,	and	you	can	take	some	courses	that
will	help	you	on	that	in	practical	theology.	But	for	the	most	part,	it	won't	prepare	you	for
that.

You'll	get	more	of	that	in	the	seminary	setting,	but	the	seminary	setting	will	often	leave
out	some	of	the	more	academic	theoretical	stuff.	And	so	either	of	them	is	going	to	leave
you	weak	on	certain	fronts.	And	so	you	will	need	to	fill	those	gaps	yourself.

You'll	need	to	think	about	how	to	plug	that	gap.	For	me,	one	of	 the	things	that	helped
was	setting	up	a	preaching	group	with	a	number	of	students	in	St.	Andrews.	And	so	we'd
meet	together	every	Sunday	evening	after	our	services,	and	we	would	 just	spend	time
every	week.

One	person	would	preach	and	there	would	be	feedback.	And	that	sort	of	thing	makes	a
big	difference.	But	you'll	need	to	be	enterprising.

Do	these	things	yourself.	I	found	that	mostly	the	things	that	have	helped	me,	more	than
anything	else,	have	been	those	things	that	I've	done	in	my	own	time.	So	for	instance,	I
listened	through	pretty	much	the	complete	works	of	James	Jordan	over	a	period	of	work.

So	about	over	a	year	or	so	it	took	me.	And	he's	got	maybe	about	a	thousand	lectures	of
various	 types,	 and	 I	 listened	 to	 pretty	much	 all	 of	 them.	 That	 takes	 time	and	 it	 takes
quite	a	bit	of	discipline.

You're	listening,	in	my	position,	I	was	listening	to	several	hours	a	day.	And	I	just	drew	in
as	much	as	I	could	from	that	time.	I	also	preached	regularly	as	a	lay	preacher.

I	 set	 up	 Bible	 study	 groups.	 I	 set	 up	 a	 blog,	 blogged	 very	 regularly.	 And	 if	 you	 are
expecting	 to	be	 trained	 in	 theology	without	devoting	yourself	 to	 these	 sorts	 of	 things,
you	will	be	disappointed.

It	 takes	 a	 lot	 of	 your	 own	 personal	 effort.	 It	 takes	 considerable	 work	 that	 is
extracurricular,	as	 it	were,	 that	won't	be	covered	by	a	 typical	curriculum.	Other	 things
that	won't	train	you	in,	you	won't	be	rooted	in	a	particular	theological	and	ecclesiastical
tradition.



And	 so	 for	me,	 getting	 in	 contact	 with	 the	 reform	 tradition	 as	 a	 particular	 tradition,	 I
didn't	really	have	that	within	my	theological	education.	I	had	a	more	evangelical	training
in	 the	 Evangelical	 Theological	 College	 of	 Wales,	 and	 I	 had	 a	 broader	 theological
education	in	the	context	of	St	Andrews	and	Durham.	But	in	terms	of	getting	to	know	the
reform	tradition	as	a	particular	tradition,	and	the	wealth	and	the	breadth	of	that,	that's
something	I	had	to	pick	up	by	myself.

Partly	 that	was	helped	by	my	father's	 library,	by	his	publishing	work,	and	then	also	by
the	 fact	 that	 I've	 been	 involved	 with	 groups	 such	 as	 the	 Davenant	 Institute,	 which
devotes	itself	to	retrieval	of	the	reform	tradition.	And	spending	time	around	people	who
are	reading	deeply	and	studying	deeply	in	these	areas	will	help	you.	It's	one	of	the	things
that	you	can	gain	if	you're	spending	a	lot	of	time	with	postgraduate	students.

You	get	a	sense	of	their	areas	of	specialty,	and	you	sense	just	how	much	you	don't	know.
That's	one	of	the	most	important	things	you	will	learn	in	theology,	how	much	you	don't
know.	Because	otherwise	you	will	find	that	there	will	be	all	sorts	of	prejudices	that	rush
in	to	fill	those	areas	of	your	ignorance,	and	prejudices	that	will	dismiss	the	importance	of
the	things	that	you	don't	know.

Spend	a	lot	of	time	in	groups	that	bring	you	into	contact	with	people	who	have	areas	of
interest	that	are	quite	outside	your	area	of	expertise.	That	really	helps.	The	other	thing
that	you	won't	do	so	much	is	dig	into	a	particular	thinker.

That	is	something	that	you	will	have	to	do	in	your	own	time.	The	drilling	down	deep	into
a	 particular	 thinker	 can	 really	 help	 you	 develop	 a	 distinct	 theological	 outlook,	 and	 a
sense	of	where	you	 stand	 relative	 to	others.	 That	 is	 something	 that	 you	will	 generally
have	to	do	in	your	own	time.

Church	history	was	a	big	gap	in	my	education.	I	wasn't	given	much	church	history.	I	had
to	fill	that	in	in	my	own	time.

Ethics	 as	 well,	 something	 that	 I	 had	 to	 gain	 in	 my	 own	 time	 for	 the	 most	 part.	 And
speaking	to	a	broader	area	of	social	issues	with	ethics.	That's	something	that	I've	really
had	to	work	on	in	my	own	areas	of	work.

Political	theology.	I	had	no	political	theology.	I	had	to	do	that	in	my	own	time.

And	 so	 many	 of	 the	 areas	 that	 I'm	 most	 engaged	 in,	 biblical	 theology	 in	 terms	 of
typology,	 things	 like	 that	 in	 the	broad	 scope	of	 scripture,	 I	 didn't	 really	 have	much	of
that.	 Liturgy,	 again,	 hardly	 anything	 of	 that.	 I	 had	 to	 get	 into	 that	 area	 as	 an	 area	 of
special	concern	for	my	PhD.

But	 before	 that,	 it	 was	 mostly	 just	 working	 on	 these	 areas	 as	 an	 area	 of	 particular
interest	that	wasn't	covered	in	the	curriculum.	Rooting	yourself	in	the	particular	tradition
that	you	belong	to.	Again,	philosophy.



You	won't	 find	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 philosophy	 in	many	 courses.	 And	 if	 you're	 going	 to	 be
conversant	 with	 the	 philosophical	 tradition,	 you're	 going	 to	 have	 to	 read	 people	 like
Heidegger	 and	Hegel	 and	 Kant	 and	 other	 people	 like	 that	 in	 your	 own	 time.	 You'll	 be
given	an	overview	at	the	beginning	of	your	systematic	theology	course,	perhaps.

But	beyond	that,	that's	if	you're	lucky.	But	you	won't	be	drilling	down	on	these	thinkers
unless	you're	doing	 it	 in	your	own	time	or	 if	you've	set	that	up	as	your	special	area	of
interest.	I've	had	to	read	these	people	for	myself	in	my	own	time.

You	won't	be	trained	in	a	lot	of	the	work	of	theological	rhetoric.	The	work	of	expressing	a
theological	position	well.	That's	not	something	you	get	much	training	in.

Also,	one	of	the	things	that	I	found	particularly	striking	in	my	experience	is	seeing	people
who	have	theological	training	to	a	level	of	a	terminal	degree	who	cannot	keep	their	cool
in	an	online	argument.	And	one	of	the	things	that	we	need	our	education	to	provide	us
with	is	equipping	us	for	dialogic	contexts,	not	just	contexts	where	you're	monologuing	in
an	essay,	where	you	 can	engage	with	 ideas	 in	a	 very	helpful	 and	 thoughtful	way,	but
you're	not	actually	engaging	in	the	heat	of	the	situation	with	other	voices	and	learning	to
control	 yourself,	 to	 speak	persuasively,	 or	 to	 use	 theology	 to	write	 liturgy,	 or	 prayers.
These	are	things	that	we're	not	really	trained	in.

You	need	 to	 learn	 to	do	 that	 yourself.	 And	 these	are	 things	worth	 learning.	 These	are
things	that	 if	you	 look	back	 in	church	history,	 that	 the	church	 fathers	exemplified,	and
others	from	church	history,	if	you're	reading	someone	like	Calvin,	you	can	see	that	within
his	work.

A	breadth	of	theological	discipline	that	comes	to	bear,	they	each	come	to	bear	on	each
other.	So	his	work	in	the	institutes,	in	an	area	that's	more	systematic	theology,	comes	to
bear	upon	his	biblical	work.	And	his	biblical	work	in	his	work	on	preparing	liturgies,	things
like	that,	these	are	all	things	that	we	have	not	been	sufficiently	trained	in.

So	 spend	 time	with,	 in	 your	 own	 time,	 expanding	 the	 area	 of	 your	 knowledge,	 gain	 a
peripheral	 vision.	 You	 need	 to	 be	 reading	 literature.	 You	 need	 to	 be	 reading	 science,
social	sciences,	anthropology,	philosophy,	and	all	these	different	areas.

History.	History	is	a	huge	area	that	you	need	to	dig	into.	And	so	to	be	a	theologian	that's
just	basically	equipped	to	do	your	 job,	you	need	to	have	an	extremely	wide	peripheral
vision.

This	is	one	of	the	things	that	has	particularly	concerned	me,	getting	into	the	area	of	the
theology	of	the	sexes.	Because	so	many	of	the	people	who	are	writing	this	in	this	area
have	a	particular	obsession	with	the	issues	around	sexuality	and	gender,	but	they	have
not	done	the	sufficient	work	to	give	them	the	breadth	from	which	to	speak	into	an	area
where	there	are	so	many	issues	coming	to	bear	on	that.	And	it's	not	something	that	most



people	are	equipped	to	do.

The	quote	of	David	Bentley	Hart's,	 I	often	think	of	when	I	talk	about	the	 importance	of
training	 yourself	 broadly	 as	 a	 theologian.	 He	 writes,	 now	 as	 it	 happens,	 theology	 is
actually	 a	 pitilessly	 demanding	 discipline	 concerning	 an	 immense,	 profoundly
sophisticated	legacy	of	hermeneutics,	dialectics,	and	logic.	It	deals	in	minute	detail	with
a	vast	variety	of	concrete	historical	data.

Over	 the	 centuries,	 it	 has	 incubated	 speculative	 systems	 of	 extraordinary	 rigor	 and
intricacy,	 many	 of	 whose	 questions	 and	 methods	 continue	 to	 inform	 contemporary
philosophy.	 And	 it	 does,	 when	 all	 is	 said	 and	 done,	 constitute	 the	 single	 intellectual,
moral,	spiritual,	and	cultural	tradition,	uniting	the	classical,	medieval,	and	early	modern
worlds.	 Even	 if	 one	 entirely	 avoids	 considering	what	metaphysical	 content	 one	 should
attach	to	the	word	God,	one	can	still	plausibly	argue	that	theology	is	no	more	lacking	in
a	substantial	field	of	inquiry	than	our	history,	philosophy,	the	study	of	literature,	or	any
of	the	other	genuinely	respectable	university	disciplines.

Moreover,	 theology	 requires	 far	greater	 scholarly	 range.	The	properly	 trained	Christian
theologian	should	be	a	proficient	linguist	with	a	mastery	of	several	ancient	and	modern
tongues,	 should	 have	 formation	 in	 the	 subtleties	 of	 the	 whole	 Christian	 dogmatic
tradition,	should	possess	a	considerable	knowledge	of	the	liturgies,	texts,	and	arguments
produced	 in	 every	 period	 of	 the	 church,	 should	 be	 a	 good	 historian,	 should	 have	 a
thorough	philosophical	training,	should	possess	considerable	knowledge	of	the	fine	arts,
should	have	an	intelligent	interest	in	such	areas	as	law	or	economics,	and	so	on.	This	is
not	to	say	that	one	cannot	practice	theology	without	all	these	attainments,	but	such	an
education	remains	the	scholarly	ideal	of	the	guild.

And	as	Stoner	rightly	notes,	the	absence	or	near	absence	of	theology	from	the	general
curriculum	has	done	incalculable	harm	to	students'	ability	to	understand	their	own	fields.
This	is	perhaps	especially,	or	at	least	most	obviously,	true	in	the	case	of	literary	studies.
But	in	fact,	it	would	be	hard	to	name	a	discipline	outside	hard	sciences	or	mathematics
that	can	be	mastered	adequately	without	some	degree	of	literary	theological	literacy.

Now,	 this	 is	 stated	 very	 strongly,	 but	 what	 he	 highlights	 is	 the	 scholarly	 ideal	 of	 the
guild.	This	 is	what	we're	aiming	 for.	And	 if	you're	not,	 to	some	degree,	aiming	 for	 this
degree	of	attainment,	you're	not	aiming	to	be	a	theologian.

And	so	to	be	a	theologian	is	a	lifelong	exercise	of	learning.	There	are	huge	gaps	in	your
knowledge	at	every	single	stage.	This	is	something	I'm	constantly	reminded	of.

I	 have	 not	 read	 through	 Aquinas,	 his	 great	 works	 from	 start	 to	 finish.	 Next	 year,	 I'm
going	 to	 try	 and	 get	 into	 that,	 to	 read	 in	 depth	 in	 Aquinas	 and	 get	 to	 know	him	as	 a
thinker	in	his	own	right.	Not	just	as	someone,	I	have	a	vague	idea	of	what	he	says,	but
someone	whose	work	I'm	deeply	familiar	with.



This	 is	something	that	 I	need	to	do.	And	there	will	be	a	great	many	other	areas	of	my
thought	that	I	feel	are	lacking,	that	there	are	great	gaps	there	and	they	need	to	be	filled
in	some	way.	But	that's	what	being	a	theologian	is.

You	 will	 not	 be	 prepared	 for	 the	 full	 scope	 of	 your	 task	 by	 a	 theological	 education.
Rather,	you'll	be	set	on	the	journey.	You'll	be	given	the	basic	tools	and	you'll	be	given	a
community	around	you.

You'll	be	given	mentors	and	examples	to	follow	and	you'll	be	given	a	certain	scent	of	that
ideal,	what	you're	aiming	for.	This	is	the	sort	of	person	that	you	want	to	become.	I	hope
this	is	of	some	help.

If	 you	 have	 any	 further	 questions	 or	 queries,	 please	 leave	 them	 on	 my	 Curious	 Cat
account.	 If	 you'd	 like	 to	 support	 this	and	other	videos,	please	do	so	using	my	Patreon
account	or	using	PayPal.	And	Lord	willing,	I'll	be	back	again	tomorrow.

God	bless	and	thank	you	for	listening.


