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Introduction

The issue of ethics in higher education in general is a growing subject and is usually taken to be related mainly to two quality control areas:

a. Academic ethics of originality and

b. Administration ethics relating to complaints against lecturers and how to deal with them.

For us the matter is much wider since we are operating within a Christian environment so the whole issue of ethics in theological education is a broad-ranging and comprehensive subject. However, very little has been written on the subject so far. This lecture will seek to map the area and introduce the subject that still needs to be created.

1.      
Ethics in the student body
In this section we can look again at some things from a new standpoint. We are seeking to create and sustain ethical attitudes and ways of life within our students particularly in those areas that have a direct impact on what they are doing at college.

First of all is academic ethics and the crux of this is ensuring that the student only presents their own work as their own. The opposite of this is plagiarism and it is avoided by adequate foot-noting, the use of quotation marks and other forms of acknowledgment of another person’s work used in an essay or a thesis. Often seeming plagiarism is done by students who simply don’t know the rules but there are cases of deliberate plagiarism that is covered up, even in theological colleges. Essays abound on the internet in many subjects. Often the same essay is set year on year by the lecturer and so essays from past students can be surreptitiously used. In the end, any plagiarism is a written lie and can not be tolerated. We must remember that this whole concept of plagiarism does have a cultural background to it. It is natural to speak against plagiarism when we are in an individual competitive study environment. A number of cultures would naturally work on cooperation rather than competition and the idea of 100 people in the room all answering the same question individually would seem strange. Why shouldn’t two or three of them get together and answer it together and do a better job? It is the job of the lecturer to ensure that the student understands what is required. It is the job of the student not to try to circumvent this and gain an advantage.
Secondly, the stewardship of time and money is a big issue amongst students. God has given them time to spend at the college. Often a church or relatives have given them enough money to be at the college and so they have to wisely use both time and money while they are there. If their local church has sent them to college and paid for them to be there to prepare to be pastors then they should be in the lectures. Otherwise they are taking the church’s money under false pretences. Of course, they should have times of relaxation and rest and enjoy the life that God has given them but it is incumbent upon them to spend their time wisely while they are at college. Very often we talk about problems with attendance when at the back of it is this whole issue of the ethics of the stewardship of time amongst our students. Time is just another way of talking about life and they do not possess their own life, it belongs to the Lord and this needs to be expressed in the way in which they attend and work in college.
Thirdly, we should not forget the distinct cultural and regional variety in practical ethics of life. This would show itself, for instance, in dress codes in different colleges. It would show itself in relationships between students of the opposite sex; on whether alcohol is drunk or not; on whether students go to this place, or not. The Bible is full of fundamental commands about how to live but very often the cultural situation, or the way in which the Bible has been applied to that cultural situation by the group of churches in that area, is how practical decisions are taken as to what is and is not permissible. In a college where students come from a number of different cultures this is a practical problem and needs to be talked out with the students so they do not judge each other. The job of each student is to be faithful and true to their own conscience and also to ensure that they are not a stumbling block to others. They have one further duty and that is towards their own church and there is a lot of wisdom in not carrying over the attitudes that are found in the college back to the home church which is often more conservative and less understanding about the difference between primaries and secondaries in Christian behaviour.
2.
The personal ethics of the lecturer

In many ways this is more important than the personal ethics of the student because the lecturer is meant to be an example to the students and one is modelled on the other.

Firstly, we could begin by talking about the ethics of hard work for the Kingdom. Lecturers in theological colleges are in the ministry. They are set apart for service and leadership and one of the requirements is that they work hard. There are plenty of illustrations in Scripture where the servants of God became tired and this is perhaps a reasonable indication as to whether you are doing as much as God would ask of you in the work. Lazy lecturers don’t get tired, hard-working lecturers who put all of themselves into the job and work up to the limits of their ability to function are giving their all for God.

Secondly, is the issue of selfishness. If we are in ministry in a theological college then we are not working for ourselves and the choices that we make as to our behaviour and our attitudes will always be for the good of the kingdom, the college and the students and not for our own advancement. It is unfortunate that so much selfishness occurs inside theological colleges. We all battle with this one way or another but we need to win the key battles and often do things that are not necessarily good for us but are good for the kingdom.

Thirdly, related to this is our general attitude of availability to students. It is hard work to always be available to students and to not just spend the lecturing hours before them but also your own personal hours as well. It is sometimes inconvenient to open your home and there are many other jobs that you have to do as a lecturer or academic which often have to be put on one side in order to give your life over to students. But students are what theological education is all about, not writing papers or delivering lecturers.
Fourthly, there are a number of other important matters relating to lecturer behaviour. It is easy for lecturers to break a confidence. Students confide in them, or fellow lecturers confide in them, they tell stories of their lives and somehow those stories slip out in a lecture and a confidence is broken and the lecturer has acted unethically. Often only once is enough and students and lecturers will no longer confide in you. We have to mention the issue of sexual ethics and students. Lecturers are in a position of authority and trust. Students of the opposite gender are often young and attractive and it is good for the lecturer to create a lot of little rules so that will ensure that not only is the lecturer’s behaviour correct but that it is seen by all to be correct. Should an attraction develop inside a student (or even inside the lecturer) it must be dealt with very quickly. The other area that is sometimes mentioned in lecturer ethics is that of biased attitudes to different classes and groups of people. It is easy to make derogatory remarks or jokes about a particular country or people from that country or a tribe. Even things said in joke are often taken as hurtful. Sometimes different types of people or men or women or even different denominations or those holding a particular idea can be denigrated unnecessarily in a lecture, all demonstrations of a biased attitude by the lecturer which is unethical and damages his standing in front of the students. If you are going to make a joke about a people or dernominat8ion, make it about your own!
3.
Ethics and the running of the college

The college is not a standard business and usual business ethics do not apply to a theological college. In a theological college we are the representation, in a public business form, of the church of God and so we have to be very publicly ethical in all that we do.
This would show itself firstly in a fair representation of the college for the recruitment of students. We must not present the college as anything other than what it is. We must not “spin” the college, its premises, its lecturers or its courses. The courses have to be able to do the job required for the students if we say that they will. If we are asking students to come to us to prepare for a particular task or role in the church then we have to tell them what the likelihood is so that they will get that role or work in that task as a result of being at the college.

We have to be equally open and fair in the representation of the college for financial advantage. We must not cover up in any way the composition of the student body, where they go afterwards, or what they do. We should not over-emphasise our needs, making them larger than they really are to attract money and if one donor has already covered what is needed in a particular area we should not accept more money for that area. All of this goes against much business practice and is difficult to do in the general atmosphere when colleges badly need money to function, but it is the only ethical position.
Colleges should also be fair to employees, making sure that wages, conditions, the work environment, fairness in promotion and so on all work adequately and do a good ethical standard. We need to be a model company for other companies around.

It is important that when donations are given they are applied simply and only to the reason why they are given. If money is given to build a chapel, it cannot be used to buy a minibus and if it is given for salaries it cannot be used for scholarships. All donations must be receipted properly and sent back with a thank-you note saying that they will be applied precisely to the area for which they are given.

Colleges need to protect and withhold confidential information that is stored on computer or on file. Each country has its own laws about this and the college should at least conform to all of the laws of the land in this matter.

The council and the management of the college need to be set up in a fully transparent way so that personal advantage is seen not to be possible and that both council and management can and do only work for the good of the college without personal profit.

In conclusion, the theological college needs to be without reproach in society, with its students living rightly to each other and to ethical norms and with the lecturers living for God and in a way that pleases God in their ministry in the college.

Graham Cheesman.

