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Toward a Curriculum of Forgiveness 
by Carnegie 

Samuel Calian 
"What do you learn in seminary?" a college student re­

cently asked me. I could have answered that we master He­
brew and Greek, analyze the Bible and theological dogmatics 
from cover to cover, become prophets in the pulpit, and finely 
hone our counseling skills! 

But our conversation covered a more realistic range of sub­
jects. The student noted that various graduate schools are eas­
ily categorized by their intended mission-for instance, a med­
ical school is associated with healing and acquiring diagnostic 
skills; a law school is interested in interpreting regulations and 
the rights of citizens within due process; business schools are 
concerned with profit-making and management; and an en­
gineering school with precision calculations and projects. But 
what is the main thrust of the seminary? 

Theological seminaries are schools of interpretation. The 
seminary is a hermeneutical center based upon a traditional 
fourfold curricular structure featuring the disciplines of Bible, 
theology, church history, and practical theology. Variations 
and sub-specialties are built around this basic fourfold struc­
ture called a "theological encyclopedia." 

ical malpractice, by becoming well prepared practitioners la­
boring within the Body of Christ. 

However, to be a learned clergy dependent upon a learned 
faculty is not enough. We need a unifying purpose to fuse our 
intellect and piety together for action. We need to recover a 
common theological base for reflection and action as believers. 
The college student I mentioned earlier was really asking me 
a fundamental question when he inquired, "What do you learn 
in seminary?" To state it another way, what does theological 
education offer society? What unique skills are acquired from 
the seminary that have credibility within secular society? What 
are we proposing to accomplish in theological education? What 
can the faculty, administration, and trustees promise semi­
narians and supporters? Only a curriculum with clear intention 
will prepare our graduates for their practice of ministry. 
Choosing and defining this intention ought to be an exciting 
concern on every seminary campus. 

Some observers wonder if theological education under any 
theme is designed to cope with the real world. Theological 
communities have found theological language inadequate; they 

Only forgiveness will enable us to be touched with the healing realities of our hymns as we 
encounter the real world of daily events. 

Theologian Edward Farley of Vanderbilt University, in his 
recent book Theologia, charges that seminary education under 
this fourfold paradigm has lost any semblance of theological 
coherence. There is no common theological understanding 
among the various disciplines of a seminary faculty. There 
doesn't seem to be any common end or purpose which unifies 
theological education today. Like many congregations, sem­
inary faculties are polite, congenial, and seek to avoid conflict; 
thus, most faculty members tend to work in isolation from 
each other. Farley makes a plea for dialogue and theological 
coherence, but does not suggest what the content of this the­
ological unity might be. This is a task for every seminary 
community to struggle, discuss, and debate. Such an exercise 
can be healthy for theological education seeking a clear self 
image as a graduate professional school. 

The question, "What do we learn in seminary?" finds its 
answer through the curriculum. Developing a curriculum is 
primarily a responsibility of the faculty, but input is also needed 
from others interested in the future of the seminary and the 
church. The objective of the curriculum is to graduate persons 
for a learned pastoral ministry, which in turn presupposes a 
learned faculty. 

Unfortunately, there continues to be a gap between learn­
ing and doing in seminary life. Both are essential, but frankly, 
we sometimes try to practice before proper study and are guilty 
of pastoral malpractice. No professional can practice in the 
field without knowing the basic anatomy of their discipline. 
The seminary is more than a "how-to" school; it is primarily 
a school of interpretation of the Gospel message. One of the 
effective ways to combat church decline is to reduce theolog-. 

Carnegie Samuel Calian is President and Professor of Theology at 
Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. 

sometimes adopt the terms and causes of current events such 
as liberation, feminization, democratic socialism, democratic 
capitalism, individualism, communitarianism, self-actualiza­
tion, etc. In the marketplace of ideas, theological insight is 
often buried under a bushel of ideologies; the social pro­
nouncements of ecclesiastical organizations simply echo mod­
ified versions of the Democratic and Republican party plat­
forms. 

The uniqueness of the church's witness is lost among the 
prevailing moods of society. As a consequence, the seminary 
plays a game of "curriculum change"; it is often bombarded 
to add courses reflecting various deficiencies in society. In our 
efforts to be relevant, we sometimes trade off basic subjects 
in order to provide band-aids for the wounds of society. 

Ironically, our attempt to solve problems by adding courses 
to the curriculum still leaves us with an insufficient number 
of "right" courses. At the same time, so few students are able 
to sign up for the elective courses offered, that faculty feel it 
is time for another curriculum revision. The process of adding 
courses fosters a dispersed curriculum, pushing many semi­
nary faculty members into their specific interests and causing 
them to become strangers to one another. 

One seminary dean is urging each faculty member to read 
the books of colleagues so that dialogue within the academic 
halls might take place again. A sense of cohesive structure 
cannot be relegated to a congenial atmosphere of uncritical 
tolerance. 

Seminary Focus: Forgiveness 

You may be asking whether a theological curriculum ought 
to have a single focus. I propose that the seminary curriculum 
find its sense of theological coherence within the theme of 
"forgiveness." The end goal of a theological curriculum is to 
graduate seminarians who have a realistic grasp on what the 
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power of forgiveness can do in an unforgiving society. Herein 
lies our unique contribution among the graduate schools of 
academia. The factor of forgiveness is a missing ingredient in 
a world bent on narrow self-interest and the capacity for self­
destruction. The practice of forgiveness enhances the quality 
of all life and rehumanizes our existence with dignity. 

Perhaps we ought to bestow graduates with a master's de­
gree in forgiveness rather than divinity. This might more ac­
curately describe what our daily objective as Christians ought 
to be. How can you and I go through a week of living without 
being a part of the forgiving process-bringing renewal and 
reconciliation to our fragmented society? The essence of the 
Christian faith is forgiveness. Christ is forgiveness in the flesh; 
can there be a more satisfying explanation of the incarnation 
than that? Forgiving one another is the human way of loving; 
it is a liberating means of experiencing fulfillment and joy. 

From my perspective, forgiveness is the necessary premise 
for any sustaining effort at peacemaking. There is no shalom 
without forgiveness. To live by the forgiveness of God without 

ily the hymns of the past, while cheating to survive in a world 
that we don't acknowledge. 

Only forgiveness will enable us to be touched with the 
healing realities of our hymns as we encounter the real world 
of daily events. Forgiveness accepts the reality of sin, a reality 
often denied in our sophisticated but disillusioned society. We 
try to lessen the sting of sin and dilute our need for forgive­
ness. We search for an endless list of panaceas to rationalize 
our shortcomings, while society continues to be suspicious, 
vengeful and unforgiving. The Divine prescription of forgive­
ness has yet to be adopted by the majority. We often reject 
the painful struggle necessary before genuine forgiveness and 
renewal can be a vital part of our lives and communities. 

How can we get this message across? The seminary can 
begin by providing leadership educated for reality, by inte­
grating forgiveness into the curiculum and into our community 
life. We must realize at the same time that forgiveness involves 
a price of pain. The seminary is more than a sanctuary for 
scholarship; it is also a center for the practice of forgiveness. 

Perhaps we ought to bestow graduates with a master's degree in forgiveness rather than 
divinity. This might more accurately describe what our daily objective as Christians ought to 
be. 

forgiving one's enemy is inconceivable. This is true for per­
sons, organizations, and nations. Forgiveness is not only a 
substantive matter in Christian theology; it can be the most 
durable thread from which theological education receives unity 
and strength. God's forgiveness and human forgiveness are 
intimately interwoven (Matt. 5 and Matt. 18). Baptism, eu­
charist, and penance are mediating channels by which divine 
forgiveness is expressed. The climactic prayer of Jesus on the 
cross for the forgiveness of his enemies (Lk. 23:34) highlights 
divine power and human need at the same time. Forgiveness 
comes from God and has the power to reconcile not only 
persons, but also classes, nations, and races. We have only 
experienced a glimpse of the potential that comes in power 
and reconciliation through forgiveness. 

Forgiveness and the "Real World" 

Yet the question persists: will a focus on forgiveness ed­
ucate us for the "real world"? Sometimes, our desire to be in 
the real world is only a position of rhetoric; we tend actually 
to favor those examples and leaders which reinforce our biases 
and prejudices based upon earlier notions and myths that are 
no longer relevant. We nurture romantic illusions of the past 
and challenge new viewpoints. Leadership directed toward 
reality is today's need and a specific challenge for us in the­
ological education. In his recent book, The American Disease, 
George C. Lodge claims that the American predisposition to 
deny reality is the American disease. We create a fictional 
existence by living yesterday's formulations in a changing 
world. We become creatures of contradiction, singing out lust-

During the student's first year of study, a conscious effort 
could be made to exegete the theme of forgiveness in biblical 
courses as well as introductory studies in other disciplines. 
There are many dimensions to forgiveness that need to be 
studied and digested. In the second year, a field-based course 
could be proposed to integrate the history, theology, ethics, 
and spirituality of forgiveness with emphasis on how local 
churches can become centers of forgiveness. In the life of the 
parish, problems of forgiveness are not separated into courses, 
but come in complex and unexpected packages. In the senior 
year, small group seminars under faculty leadership could fo­
cus on probing the enemies of forgiveness-such as power, 
property, pluralism, and pride-through case studies. Un­
checked political power denies its own blindness and dehu­
manizes life; turf issues and questions of property have torn 
up more families, businesses, and nations than we can recount; 
uncritical pluralism can ultimately deny the goal for human 
unity and become demonic under the guise of tolerance; and 
pride, national and personal, can cause us to lose our objective 
perspective on our weaknesses and need for interdependence. 

A three-year core curriculum on forgiveness is one way to 
restore the needed theological coherence within our historic 
fourfold curricular structure. This would enable us to become 
disciples of forgiveness for a fragmented world. I've presented 
this theme on forgiveness as a stimulus for our seminary com­
munities. As we study and discuss curricular changes and 
themes, let us focus on a singular thrust of direction and mean­
ing for theological education. 
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