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Background

A HISTORY OF
TRAINING AND
FORMATION
This paper was commissioned by the South West
Ministry Training Course (SWMTC) in response to
Recommendation 11 of its Periodic External
Review report, published in spring 2019. This
report recommended that the course “…considers
articulating, in writing, its bespoke approach to
adult education to enhance the existing offering.”
To respond to this recommendation, SWMTC
commissioned writer and Anglican theologian Tim
Gibson to survey its provision and produce an
account of the distinctive approach the course
adopts. The project involved consideration of
SWMTC’s programmes, attendance at residential
periods and other course activities, interviews with
students, and wider reflection on the theology of
learning, growth and formation.
This rationale has a threefold structure that
reflects SWMTC’s bespoke approach to adult
education:
(i) Meeting learners where they are
(ii) Learning together
(iii) Embracing vulnerability
It sees learning as a shared endeavour that is

Learning generously

shaped towards the kingdom and bound up in

TOGETHER

overarching concern to provide formation for

worship – one in which the particularity of each
student’s experience is held in tension with an
ministry in a corporate context that embodies and
participates in the course’s values: adventurous
faith, missional hope, and grounded love.
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SWMTC's approach to

ADULT EDUCATION
Introduction

My method has been to dwell in and with the

Attending a South West Ministry Training Course

course, even while examining it from the outside. I

residential is a rich and rewarding experience. In

have eschewed asking staff to provide an account

addition to classes in areas such as mission and

of their approach to adult education, preferring

evangelism, church history, pastoral theology,

instead

biblical studies and doctrine, there is a profound

experience the course’s modes of being. In this

sense of living in a community of formation.

way, I hope to excavate the taken-for-granted

to

see

how

students

perceive

and

alongside the intentional, thereby establishing an
Corporate worship is at the heart of everything.

image of SWMTC’s distinctiveness.

Students and staff gather throughout the day to
give thanks and praise. On the Sundays of

Meeting learners where they are

residential weekends, students participate in a

Perhaps the most striking feature of SWMTC’s

much-valued corporate silence and a Eucharist.

approach to students is its commitment to

Worship establishes the tone of the community,

meeting them where they are. This is a Christlike

enshrining its ethos of living generously together

disposition, of course: what we see throughout the

and

gospels in Jesus’ encounters with others. The

providing

the

frame

through

which

its

activities are viewed.

precise situation of each student is regarded as
“the end we start from”: the point from which the

Outside

of

the

chapel

and

classroom,

the

formational work continues through shared meals,

adventure of becoming that is formation for
Christian ministry takes flight.

informal conversations and a collegial atmosphere
characterised by mutuality and cooperation.

At a practical level, this involves finding a pathway
that is suited to the student’s abilities, experience

Much

of

what

happens

at

SWMTC

goes

and potential deployment. It recognises that, when

unarticulated. It is woven into the fabric of the

it comes to adult learners, there is no such thing

course’s ways of being: easily perceived by those

as “one size fits all”.

within the community, but harder to convey to
those outside it. It is located in shared gestures of

One of the strengths of SWMTC’s commitment to

worship, hospitality and learning. It is found in a

training candidates for lay and ordained ministry

strong sense of community identity, fully grounded

alongside each other is that there can be flexibility

in the specificity of the course yet capable of

in who does what. One student I encountered

looking beyond itself to glimpse the glorious

joined the course six years ago as a trainee

kingdom of God.

Reader and is now in the first phase of a two-year
ordination programme. Because she completed

To uncover SWMTC’s approach to adult education

her Certificate-level qualification while training for

is to get to grips with the practices that lie at its

Reader

heart.

these

complete a Level 5 qualification (Diploma) in IME

practices are constitutive of the flourishing of its

Phase One. She spoke with enthusiasm about the

members: they embody a sense of what the

flexibility of an integrated programme with a

community takes for granted and how it trains

variety of entry and exit points – something that is

people for the future that God is calling them into.

especially helpful given that many students return

Like

all

Christian

communities,

ministry,

she

has

been

enrolled

to

to complete further training after their initial

Learning together

licensing.

Note another feature of the encounter between

Another

student

I

spoke

to

had

completed an initial year as an independent

Christ

student, three years’ Reader training, two years as

admonition and challenge. He doesn’t let her off

an ordinand and subsequent work to attain a BA

scot-free. This, too, is a feature of SWMTC’s

(Hons) degree, as well as engaging with SWMTC’s

approach to adult education. While it recognises

Phase

He

the importance of honouring the past, of the end

cheerfully pointed out that he had been at SWMTC

each student starts from, it does not simply

longer than most staff members.

encourage the continuation of the status quo

Two

provision

during

his

curacy.

and

the

Samaritan

woman:

there

is

ante. There is always challenge, a commitment to
There is a deeper sense in which this commitment

being made whole, which involves self-examination

to meeting people where they are is borne out. It

and reflection on practice. Starting from where

is best characterised as an exquisite sensitivity to

students are does not equate to complicity in a

the particularity that is any given student. One

resistance to change. Rather, it establishes a firm

trainee Reader described it in these terms:

foundation on which to build, giving students

“SWMTC pays close attention to where I’m coming

confidence to open their hearts to God and be

from. The staff are committed to me as a person,

formed for the kingdom.

pitching my training in a way that honours my
status as an adult with a career, an established

One student reflected on her difficult past, and

identity, a family, and significant life experience.”

remarked that SWMTC had been a place of
support and growth. “I feel a tangible sense of

This institution-wide commitment means that

Christ’s love for me when I am in this community,”

students are valued regardless of their prior

she said. “That makes it a safe place in which I can

learning or knowledge, but always on the basis of

be challenged to change. I’ve grown during my

the experience they bring. In seminar and lecture

time here and have new wisdom to share.”

discussions, for example, everyone is encouraged
to participate, to offer what they have and share

Moving stories like this are common among

something of themselves. There is no sense of

SWMTC’s students. And the word that recurs in

some having more to bring than others. Rather,

their telling is “community”. This is a place in which

there

people grow together, living with tension and

is

a

profound

and

often

moving

understanding that here is a community embarked

supporting

each

other

through

the

ongoing

on a shared journey, looking together towards

process of formation. When I spoke to students in

God’s good future and bound by a deep and

a Reflective Practice Seminar, this sense of cohort

unwavering love.

identity was plain. “We help each other to grow,”
said one participant. “Sometimes I am carried by

That is what it means to start from where people

my peers, and at other times I help to carry them.

are, and it is uniquely empowering. Consider the

We’re learning so much not just from our studies,

Samaritan woman Christ encounters at the well in

but from this experience of being together during

John 4, gathering water in the heat of the day

our training for a whole variety of ministries.”

because society has cast her to the margins. Jesus
is attentive to the particularity that is her, calling

The significance of the Reflective Practice Seminar

her into his life, into his future, and sending her on

as a locus of mutual support and shared discovery

her way to spread the good news. That she does

should not be underestimated. This is a distinctive

this with joy in her heart is a reflection of the

feature of the course, happening roughly four

transforming power of love. Such love is the

times a term for each year group in Exeter and

foundation on which SWMTC’s approach to adult

Truro and supplementing online learning activities

education is built. Small wonder, then, that

and residential periods. It establishes a forum in

students report having their hearts filled with joy,

which ideas can be explored freely and anxieties

feeling inspired to share news of the kingdom in

aired, facilitated by skilled tutors who can read the

the places of their calling.

room and nudge participants towards that explor-

ation of God’s life in Christ that is the essence of

al ways, it involves openness to owning weakness

formation. If you want to see an outworking of

and working with the grain of who students have

SWMTC’s commitment to grounded love, witness

been, who they are, and who they’re becoming. It

one of these conversations. You will observe

involves creating a “safe” space: not cosy, in as

disagreement, cooperation, mutual support and,

much as challenge remains at its heart, but one in

yes, sometimes frustration. Above all, you will see

which students are edged out of their comfort

formation

zones and invited to encounter new ideas, new

in

community:

life

together,

as

Bonhoeffer called it, in all its glory.

ways of being, new moments of becoming.

Embracing vulnerability

Most who have been involved in the context of

What does it mean to be met where you are and

adult learning would agree that it can be especially

called into a community through participation in

difficult to effect this openness to change among

which you will be formed afresh to love and serve

mature

the Lord? Perhaps the most striking implication is

commitment to meeting them where they are and

that you are asked to embrace vulnerability. This is

establishing a community of mutual becoming is

no

misguided

so important: it sets up the conditions in which

muscularity. It is an environment in which students

students grow in confidence to let down their

are asked to be open to change, knowing that they

guard, to give up the accretions of adulthood and

are valued because of who they are and what they

open themselves to the perpetual enlargement of

bring, and knowing that they are in a safe

the heart that is life in Christ.

context

for

grandstanding

or

students.

That

is

why

SWMTC’s

community of mutual growth and grounded love.
Memory and becoming: concluding remarks
“There is no sense that you have to be weak to be

SWMTC’s approach to adult education encourages

strong,”

memorable

and facilitates a movement between memory and

conversation. “But you do have to be open to

becoming. It reaches back to the past in honouring

being changed. Over time, you become more

all that each student brings to their training and

willing to question what you take for granted and

formation in Christ. It works with who they are

to learn from other people. You have to let the

now, honouring their life experience and

light shine in.”

maturity, building on the skills and wisdom they

said

one

student

in

a

have accrued over a lifetime.
Key to this culture is the modelling by the staff
team. They work collaboratively, with each other

And, by embracing vulnerability, recognising that

and

the

this doesn’t always come easily to adult learners

student-teacher relationship with care, they give

so needs to be handled with care, it opens up the

fully of themselves, sharing weakness as well as

possibility of what they may become in Christ: not

wisdom, showing students what it is to be fully

just Reader, deacon or priest, but beloved disciple,

human, fully alive.

always embarked on the adventure of faith,

with

students.

While

they

marshal

sharing God’s missional hope and participating in
“We learn a huge amount from the way staff are

his grounded love.

with each other and with us,” said a student at a
residential. “Their ways of being shape ours. They

Memory and becoming: the rationale for SWMTC’s

establish a culture that is just as important to our

bespoke approach to adult education. But more

learning as the content they deliver. It’s not only

than that: the essence of life in Christ, instilling the

about what they model, but also about the way

habits and dispositions that form us all for our

they frame the community. It is very powerful.”

place in God's kingdom.

The
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establishment

of

a

culture

in

which

vulnerability is embraced is a further means by
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