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Strategic Plan - 2014 
 
 
Identity 
 
Western Theological Seminary is an evangelical and 
ecumenical community of faith and learning in the 
Reformed tradition that serves the church of Jesus Christ. 
In covenant with the RCA, we prepare men and women for 
Christ-centered, biblically based, theologically integrated, 
culturally sensitive, mission-oriented Christian leadership. 
 
 
Mission 
 
Western Theological Seminary exists to prepare Christians 
called by God to lead the church in mission. 
 
 
Vision 
 
By 2020, Western Theological Seminary will be a nationally 
recognized center that forms leaders to empower, renew, 
and plant congregations and ministries that participate in 
God’s ongoing redemptive work in the world. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 
 
 
In C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, The Witch, and The 
Wardrobe, four children stumble through 
the back of a wardrobe into a world ruled 
by an evil White Witch. In this land, where it 
is always winter and never Christmas, the 
forces of good seem to be overwhelmed.  
Through her magic powers, the White Witch 
turns goodness into stone. When the great 
lion Aslan arrives, he breathes life into 
statues and an army of newly freed 
creatures arises to join Aslan in opposing 
the Witch. As the battle lines are drawn, 
Aslan says, “Those who 
are good with their 
noses must come in the 
front with us lions to 
smell out where the 
battle is.” Another lion, 
overjoyed by what Aslan 
has said, says to 
everyone who will listen, 
“Did you hear what he 
said? Us lions, that 
means him and me. Us lions.” 
 
Similarly, Western Theological Seminary has 
heard a stirring call and believes that Christ 
is asking “us lions” to join him in mission.  
 
Western Theological Seminary exists to 
prepare Christians called by God to lead the 
church in mission. We exist for something 
other than ourselves, indeed something 
greater than ourselves, and that something 
is the church and her mission with the Living 
God. The church is no mere abstraction, but 
an actual people gathered and sent in the 
name of the Father and the Son and the 
Holy Spirit for God’s ongoing redemptive 
work in the world.  
 

Western Theological Seminary has been 
preparing leaders for the church since 1866, 
and we enthusiastically reaffirm our call in 
this century. Although our world has 
changed dramatically and the shape of 
congregations and ministries has shifted, 
one thing remains—the church of Jesus 
Christ exists for the sake of the world!  
 
We are in a unique day. Traditional mainline 
denominational membership numbers are in 
decline at the same time that the nexus of 

Christianity is moving to 
the global South. A 
seismic shift is happening, 
and, to paraphrase one 
commentator, this is the 
sort of thing that happens 
in Christianity once or 
twice a millennia. In his 
recent “last lecture,” Dr. 
Dennis Voskuil, Western’s 
former President and 

professor of Church History, spoke of the 
historical moment we are in, a time when 
people say they “love Jesus but hate the 
church.”  Dr. Voskuil reminded us that there 
is good news here because the church is 
offloading the baggage of cultural 
Christianity she has carried.  The changing 
world may feel like a threat, but it is also an 
opportunity for missional engagement.  
Jesus promised the gates of hell will not 
prevail against the church, and we see 
evidence all around us of Dr. Voskuil’s claim 
that God continues to redeem and restore 
the body and allow it to be a vanguard of 
the realm of grace. This is not a time for the 
seminary and the church to pull back. We 
need leaders for the church who understand 
our world and enter it with the humility and 
passion of Jesus Christ.  

Now is the time to form leaders 
empowered by the Holy Spirit to 
breathe new life into traditional 

communities and birth new ones. 
Now is the time to form a 

seminary deeply committed to the 
church. 



 
Now is the time to re-engage our original 
mission to prepare leaders for the church 
and her manifold ministries. Now is the time 
to form leaders empowered by the Holy 
Spirit to breathe new life into traditional 
faith communities and birth new ones. Now 
is the time to form a seminary deeply 
committed to the local church. We believe 
that congregations are manifestations of the 
gospel. Now is the time to form leaders who 
can empower, renew, and plant local 
congregations to participate in God’s 
redemptive work in the world. 
 
Beginning in the fall of 2013, a group of 
Western Theological Seminary faculty, staff, 
students and board members engaged in a 
strategic planning process. The results of 
that process are contained in this document.  
Five primary areas of initiative were created, 
with corresponding goals in each area.  

 
These five areas are: 
 

1. Teaching and Learning for Culturally 
Engaged Leadership 

2. Diversity and Cultural Competence 
3. Partnerships for Church Planting, 

Empowerment and Renewal 
4. Resourcing a 21st Century Seminary 
5. Facility Expansion and Renovation 

for Living into the Vision 
 
What follows in these pages are goals and 
initiatives, but each goal and initiative grows 
from a vision and hope for our seminary in 
service to the church.  
 
We are humbled to know that this vision is 
bigger than us, and that though the forces 
of good seem to be no match for the 
powers of this age, “us lions” embark on a 
vision that has received the breath of God 
and we are ready to lead the charge. We 
invite you to join us. 
 

  



 
 

Initiatives Associated with Each Priority 
 

 
1. Teaching and Learning for Culturally Engaged Leadership – As the world continues to 

change, we must also adapt and change as we form men and women to lead the 
church in mission. 

 

A. Create a Graduate Certificate in Disability Ministries  
B. Create a Graduate Certificate in Worship Leadership 
C. Incorporate pastor-scholars more fully into the life of the school 
D. Develop student internship sites according to vision priorities 
E. Provide career services to all M.Div. and MA students 
F. Create a public voice for WTS though a publication 
G. Create a scholars-in-residence program 

 
 
2. Diversity and Cultural Competence – We seek to grow in diversity and cultural 

competence to bear better witness to the Kingdom of God. 
 

A. Increase cultural competency and implement cultural sensitivity education and 
training for faculty, staff, and students 

B. Grow the WTS student body to consist of at least 20% racial-ethnic minorities 
C. Grow the WTS Administrative Cabinet to consist of at least 20% racial-ethnic 

minorities 
D. Grow the WTS Board of Trustees to consist of at least 20% racial-ethnic minorities 
E. Increase funding for racial-ethnic student scholarships 
F. Participate in Latino/a theological education 
G. Endow the faculty fellow position 

 
 
3. Partnerships for Church Planting, Empowerment, and Renewal—WTS has taken 

significant partnership steps over the past several years by developing Ridder Church 
Renewal, helping to create the WTS-Newbigin DL M.Div. degree, and by developing an 
educational partnership with Young Life.  We seek to strengthen these partnerships 
while remaining open to new ones.  

 

A. Develop sustainable funding models for Ridder Church Renewal and our partnership 
with the Newbigin House of Studies 

B. Develop sustainable enrollment for the WTS-Newbigin DL MDiv Degree 
C. Develop MA and DMin recruitment strategy for participants in the Ridder Church 

Renewal Process 
D. Position ourselves as the seminary of choice for Young Life 
E. Explore additional partnerships with churches and ministries that share our values 
F. Strengthen and unify lectureships through a coordinated event-planning structure 

 
 



4. Resourcing a Seminary for the 21st Century – WTS must grow and acquire new 
resources to meet the demands of our changing world and for educating the next 
generation of leaders.  

 

A. Grow total enrollment to 400 students 
B. Increase funding for all student scholarships 
C. Establish funding for faculty to receive grants to do sabbaticals and research 

projects around vision priorities 
D. Expand funding for existing and new faculty chairs 

 
 
5. Facility Expansion and Renovation for Living the Vision – The process, pedagogy and 

product of theological education in the 21st Century requires radical shifts in our facilities, 
particularly our library.  In addition, parts of our 1955 building are in need of renewal. 

 

A. Renovate, expand, and repurpose the Cook Center for Theological Education / 
Beardslee Library for 21st Century learners 

B. Upgrade the Commons 
C. Increase ADA compliance throughout the facility 
D. Reduce the seminary’s energy consumption 
E. Define the campus as a distinct entity 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 
Strategic Priority 1:   
Teaching and Learning for Culturally Engaged Leadership 

As the world continues to change, we must also adapt and change 
as we form men and women to lead the church in mission. 
 

A. Create a graduate certificate program in disability ministries 
• The Friendship House was built without a specific curricular 

counterpart. Its presence, along with the recent addition of Dr. Ben 
Conner to the faculty, position WTS to provide leadership in the area 
of theological education for those interested in disability ministry.  
Time-and-again we are finding that students who live in the 
Friendship House are more prepared for ministry in a diverse world. 
Creating a graduate certificate program will differentiate WTS as a 
unique institution and as a resource for the church. 
 

B. Create a graduate certificate program in worship leadership 
• The recent renovation of Mulder Chapel was also done without an 

educational counterpart. Newer faculty members Prof. Ron Rienstra 
and Dr. Sue Rozeboom give voice to what our facilities silently 
proclaim.  A generation of ministers is being sent into the church 
uniquely equipped in their understanding and experience of worship.  
We seek to now influence congregational worship leaders in a similar 
fashion, creating a graduate certificate program for them.  

 
C. Incorporate pastor-scholars more fully into the life of the school 

• In the words of Association of Theological Schools CEO Daniel 
Aleshire, “Seminaries should rush to the church for pastoral wisdom.” 
There are highly skilled pastors with the necessary gifts and 
credentials to teach at the seminary level. These pastor-scholars 
deliver more to us than typical adjunct instructors, and we need their 
wisdom more deeply embedded in our school. We will create a new 
faculty category for pastor-scholars, similar to the Newbigin faculty 
category who demonstrate pastoral wisdom and gifts for teaching.  

 
D. Develop student internship sites according to vision priorities 

• The teaching church program is a distinctive of the MDiv curriculum. 
WTS has committed to an integrated internship program that is 
concurrent with academic study. The concurrent model means an 
increased workload for students yet also decreases the total amount 
of time to complete an M.Div. degree. We now need to take the next 
step and evaluate the ministry sites in terms of the ability to prepare 
leaders to empower, renew, and plant congregations and ministries. 
Church plants and Ridder congregations become primary targets for 
concurrent and summer internship sites. 

  



 
E. Provide career services to all M.Div. and MA students 

• WTS is an ad hoc placement agency for existing students and many 
graduates. Churches, students, and graduates contact the Formation 
for Ministry office to post and inquire about position openings. We 
will become more intentional in this effort by providing career 
services, including advice and counsel in writing profiles and resumes, 
developing interview skills, and understanding the call process.  

 
F. Create a public voice for WTS through a publication.  

• We seek to share our particular Reformed, evangelical and ecumenical 
world-view through an academic yet accessible publication. WTS 
continues to serve the church and to become a recognized center of 
wisdom for the church, and we would like to see an internal 
publication that expresses this wisdom. We need to share our story 
through an intellectual yet accessible publication that carries forth the 
unique values and identity of a church-based seminary. 

 
G. Create a Scholars-in-Residence program 

• WTS is known to outside scholars and pastors as a hospitable place. 
Kathleen Norris, John Bell, Cornelius Plantinga, Eugene Peterson, and 
numerous others have expressed their appreciation for our hospitality 
to them during their teaching and preaching events with us. WTS 
remains uniquely suited to host exceptional scholars in Holland, MI 
(one of America’s finest cities). Hosting scholars, writers, and preachers 
provides WTS and area pastors to receive wisdom on mutual 
theological and pastoral concerns. Additionally, WTS has a long-
standing Bast preacher-in-residence and recently began a writer-in-
residence.  Looking at those as models, the seminary will create a 
scholar-in-residence that looks to attract world-class faculty to the 
seminary for short periods of time. There is a sense that focusing on 
senior scholars may be most realistic. 

 
 
 
  



 
Strategic Priority 2:  
Diversity and Cultural Competence 

We seek to grow in diversity and cultural competence to bear better 
witness to the Kingdom of God and reflect the reality of our world. 
 

A. Increase cultural competency and implement cultural sensitivity 
education and training for faculty, staff, and students 
• We will attend to the 2008 Brenda Salter-McNiel report and move 

toward second-order change as a theological school. This includes 
changing the way structures, systems, and relationships operate 
throughout the school. We will also train three facilitators in the 
Intercultural Discovery Instrument or a similar tool to internally 
develop cultural competency and cultural sensitivity across the 
institution. 

 
B. Grow the WTS student body to consist of at least 20% racial-ethnic 

minorities 
• Sociologists agree that when 20% of a community is not from the 

dominant culture a mono-cultural community transforms into a 
multi-cultural community. The 20% rule argues that the population 
shift affects the structural, cultural, and organizational patterns of a 
community and also ensures cross-cultural interaction for everyone 
in the organization. Reaching this goal will change the culture of 
WTS. A mono-cultural Christian community is not the kind of witness 
to the Kingdom of God we desire. Of our current enrollment of 265, 
38 students are either racial-ethnic minorities or not from North 
America.  

 
C. Grow the WTS Administrative Cabinet to consist of at least 20% 

racial-ethnic minorities.  
• We currently have 12 members on the Administrative Cabinet and one 

of them is African-American. we will work across the institution for 
increased participation and leadership from racial-ethnic staff and 
faculty. We recognize the labor involved in achieving this, yet we will 
remain committed even through potential conflict and resistance. The 
transition will occur through changes in hiring processes and an 
expanded table at the Administrative Cabinet.  

 
D. Grow the WTS Board of Trustees to consist of at least 20% racial-

ethnic minorities.  
• We currently have 21 board members and one of them is African-

American. We will work across our constituents for increased 
participation and leadership from racial-ethnic board members. 

  



 
E. Increase funding for racial-ethnic student scholarships 

• In order to achieve our enrollment goals and multi-cultural values, we 
must be aggressive in recruiting top-tier racial-ethnic students. This is 
a competitive market. We currently have a scholarship program for 
racial-ethnic candidates that can be enhanced.  It is our hope that by 
both being competitive and by being affiliated with the RCA that we 
would begin to send out Black, Latino/a, and Asian pastors for the 
RCA and other Reformed denominations as they, themselves, seek to 
become multi-racial institutions. 

 
F. Participate in Latino/a theological education in partnership with 

existing agencies and schools committed to forming Latino/a leaders 
• We desire to join the movement with Latino church communities in 

the global south and right here in West Michigan. This is a strategic 
moment that we do not want to let pass. We do not know exactly 
where this will lead, but this is true to who we are becoming. We have 
much to learn about Latino/a cultures, and we want to partner with 
existing Latino/a communities and educational agencies who are 
forming pastors and Christian leaders as they participate in God’s 
ongoing redemptive work in the world. 

 
G. Fully Endow the Faculty Fellow Position 

• We want to recruit more qualified Faculty Fellows for WTS as a 
strategic initiative to grow our faculty into a multi-cultural community 
of teachers and scholars. A Faculty Fellow fund exists in the WTS 
endowment but it has a balance of $60,000, which produces $3000 of 
revenue annually. This position costs approximately $50,000 annually.    



Strategic Priority 3:  
Partnerships for Church Planting, Empowerment, and Renewal  

WTS has taken significant partnership steps over the past several 
years by developing Ridder Church Renewal, helping to create the 
WTS-Newbigin DL M.Div degree, and by developing an educational 
partnership with Young Life.  We seek to strengthen these 
partnerships while remaining open to new ones.  
 

A. Develop sustainable funding models for Ridder Church Renewal 
and our partnership with the Newbigin House of Studies:  
• Ridder Church Renewal and our partnership with the Newbigin 

House of Studies are primary expressions of our vision statement. 
Both projects are funded until 2017. To continue RCR and and our 
partnership with NHS beyond 2017, we need to develop a 
sustainable financial model.  

 
B. Develop sustainable enrollment strategies for the WTS – Newbigin 

DL MDiv degree 
• The original model called for 10 students a year to enter the 

Newbigin DL MDiv.  The first year brought 12 students, the second 
year 5.  We are retaining roughly 85% of our NHS students. Year 
three numbers are still not finalized but look to be in the 4-5 range. 
Also, since the beginning of the partnership, we have created an MA 
degree and are planning to solidify a Newbigin focus.  
 

C. Develop MA and DMin recruitment strategies for participants in the 
Ridder Church Renewal Process 
• Ridder Church Renewal participants are a target market for the 

newly launched MA program, which is geared for lay people as well 
as ministry professionals. In addition, experienced pastors are key 
participants in Ridder Church Renewal, and the WTS DMin degree is 
a complimentary degree to the work pastors do during the RCR 
process.  

 
D. Position ourselves as the seminary of choice for Young Life 

• WTS has had a long relationship with Young Life and has had a 
formal partnership with YL for the past 15 years or so.  However, 
WTS only recently positioned itself to attract large numbers of YL 
students. The strategic plan applauds and encourages these efforts 
to continue. 

 
E. Explore additional partnerships with churches and ministries that 

share our values and are already committed to racial/ethnic 
diversity and serving in changing secular contexts. 
• WTS is generously Reformed and there are multiple potential 

partners who share a similar ethos and utilize theological education 
to develop emerging leaders. Many of these networks and agencies 



do not have formal relationships with seminaries. Our excellent 
distance learning educational model situates us to be a strategic 
partner for multiple organizations. We are not looking to partner 
with just anyone, but we are looking for those that share our values 
for leadership formation, full participation of women and men in 
ministry, and a generously Reformed theological position. We are 
also looking for those partners who have already achieved 
racial/ethnic diversity or engagement with a secular world. 
 

F. Strengthen and Unify Lectureships through a Coordinated Event-
Planning Structure 
• WTS has multiple lectureships that often occur without awareness of 

each other. We need to move away from an autonomous lectureship 
structure to a coordinated lectureship housed either in Journey or 
the Academic Office. More importantly, we need to coordinate an 
office to serve as the event-planning host. We need to coordinate 
our existing lectureships and capitalize on our distinct values and 
facilities to create additional event-based opportunities.  

  



 
Strategic Priority 4:  
Resourcing a Seminary for the 21st Century  

WTS must grow and acquire new resources to meet 
the demands of our changing world and to prepare 
the next generation of leaders.  
 

A. Grow total enrollment to 400 students.  
• We want to increase national engagement through attracting and 

recruiting additional students to a reputable school with a 
promising educational program. Our current enrollment is 265. 
There is internal consensus that our current faculty (with one or two 
additional hires), facility (with pending modifications), and degree 
programming can support an increase to 400 students.  

• Enrollment by degree program - goal (current) 
In Residence M.Div. – 115 (107) 
Dual Track M.Div./MSW – 20 (15)  
Distance Learning M.Div. – 100 (66)  
Distance Learning Newbigin M.Div. – 30 (19) 
Masters of Arts – 45 (9)   
Masters of Arts, Newbigin focus – 15 (0)  
Certificate in Disability Studies/Worship – 10 (0)  
Graduate Certificate in Urban Pastoral Ministry – 10 (9)  
Th. M.  – 5 (5)  
D.Min. – 50 (35)  

 
B. Increase funding for all student scholarships  

• Our students are most important to us. We find across our faculty 
and staff that students are our primary motivator to continually 
improve. We desire for students to enter ministry with minimal 
student debt, and a growing student body will require additional 
financial aid.  We will also align our scholarship award practices to 
be more in line with our mission and vision. 
 

C. Establish funding for faculty to receive grants to do sabbaticals 
and research projects around vision priorities 
• One of the challenges of higher education is the distance between 

the classroom and the field being taught. Involvement in a local 
congregation historically has been a high value for WTS. In order to 
assist our faculty to understand the local church, we want to 
provide funding to incentivize faculty to engage our vision 
priorities of church planting, church renewal and church 
empowerment. Grants could be used for sabbaticals, research 
projects, or writing projects oriented around vision priorities. 
Professors may serve as staff pastors or theologians-in-residence at 
a local church or ministry for a period of time.  

 



D. Expand funding for existing and new faculty chairs 
• Endowed chairs recognize faculty members who are leaders in their 

field. Endowed chairs help generate longevity among our finest 
teachers and scholars. WTS has several partially endowed chairs. 
The recent expansion of the faculty will generate opportunities over 
the next few years to award chairs to faculty members who 
demonstrate excellence in teaching and research in relationship to 
the seminary’s mission and vision. 

 
Below is a list of the seminary’s endowed chairs  
 
Girod Research Chair in Reformed Theology 
Cook Chair in New Testament  
Voskuil Chair in Old Testament  
Bast Chair in Preaching  
DeWitt Chair in Church History  
Unnamed Chair in Reformed Theology  
Haworth Chair in Christian Education  
Cooper Chair in Church Leadership  
Oudersluys Chair in Evangelism and Mission  
 
Possible New Chair  
Dean of the Chapel/ Professor of Worship 
 

 
  



 
 
Strategic Priority 5:  
Facility Expansion and Renovation for Living the Vision 

The process, pedagogy and product of theological education in the 
21st Century require radical shifts in our facilities, particularly our 
library.  In addition, parts of our 1955 building are in need of renewal.  
 

A. Renovate, expand, and repurpose the Cook Center/Beardslee 
Library to lead the way as a theological learning center and library 
with a perspective for 21st century adult learners 
• The Cook Center opened in 1981. There have been no 

improvements to the building since then. Seminary enrollment was 
less than 40% of what it is today, learning spaces were primarily 
individualized carrels, and digital technology was not considered. 
We have grown significantly since 1981, most of the carrels sit 
empty now, and the personal computer, the cell phone, the iPad, 
email and the internet are an essential part of students’ day-to-day 
reality. Three decades after opening, the Cook Center windows and 
ceilings leak, the basement – originally vital space for instruction—
has been abandoned and the building is tired and outdated. What 
will it take to create a 21st Century structure for adult learners? How 
can the Cook Center become an expression of the “new WTS,” the 
“this is not your father’s seminary” WTS in the same way the Atrium 
and Chapel are? How do we balance the need to store our 
collection of books with the realities of the electronic age?  

 
B. Clearly define the campus as a distinct entity in the Holland 

Downtown district through signage, increased parking, hospitable 
boundaries, and a refashioned front door. 
• WTS is relatively unknown as a physical location; we are often 

considered part of Hope College. The original front door was on 
the now absent 12th street. We have not defined a clear front door 
for the existing building.  

• We are short on parking for students, faculty and staff, let alone for 
visitors. We need to acquire space for increased parking while 
upholding our aesthetic and neighborhood connections with 
residents, Hope College, and the city of Holland 

 
  



C. Upgrade the Commons Area 
• The Community Kitchen serves over 26,000 meals annually. The 

kitchen facilities are original to the 1955 building. There is no air 
conditioning despite serving meals throughout the summer. This 
causes discomfort for guests on hot days and limits our ability to 
use the room for additional fundraising and educational events in 
the evenings and mornings throughout the late spring/summer/ 
early fall.  In light of the renovation to the library and the need for a 
clearly understood front door, we will consider the location of the 
Commons space in the renovation and redesign. We are committed 
to the ministry of the Community Kitchen as a sign of our Christian 
commitments to the city of Holland.  

 
D. Increase American Disabilities Act (ADA) compliance across all 

facilities 
• In relationship to our long-standing value of hospitality to all 

embedded in the Friendship House and in anticipation of a new 
certificate program in disability studies, we will seek to increase 
ADA compliance in our existing facilities.  

 
E. Reduce the seminary’s energy consumption. 

• We will reduce the seminary’s carbon footprint through greater 
energy efficiencies. For example, the main part of the building was 
built in 1955, and the majority of the windows are original. We will 
conduct an energy audit to discover the ways that the seminary can 
become more efficient and less carbon dependent.  
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