Forging partnerships
During times of economic crisis, many theological schools are considering
mergers or other forms of cooperation.

But do they know the pitfalls?
OBERT E. COOLEY IS A SEASONED VETERAN of joint ventures, mergers, and other forms of partnership among theological schools. He was named president of Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in
1981, just five years after the completion of the consolidation of Gordon Divinity School and Conwell
School of Theology — two theological schools that had separated from undergraduate institutions. Among his
early duties: fulfilling the complicated terms of separation from Gordon College and assuaging the concerns of J.
Howard Pew, the philanthropist who financed the consolidation.
Since his retirement in 1997 from Gordon-Conwell, Cooley has served as an adviser to numerous institutions
that have considered some kind of merger, and he’s skeptical about the possibility of success. Most merger studies, he says, do not lead to successful mergers. Of 10 projects he has shepherded, only two resulted in a formal
consolidation. And the root of the problem is usually that the missions of the schools are not fully compatible.
In Trust’s editor, Jay Blossom, recently asked Cooley to share some of his insights about cooperation among
theological schools.
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Motives for cooperation
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Forms of collaboration

What are some of the possible
forms of collaboration between theo
logical schools? Let me pick three.
1. True merger. One institution
merges its assets and program into
a larger one, and the smaller institution then loses its identity.
Example: In 1974, the Philadelphia
Divinity School merged with the
Episcopal Theological Seminary in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. The
merged school, called Episcopal
Divinity School, remained in
Cambridge, and the Philadelphia site
closed.
2. Consolidation. This is where two
institutions blend their assets and
resources and create a new third
institution distinct from either of

the predecessor schools.
Example: Gordon Divinity School
separated from Gordon College;
Conwell School of Theology separate
d
from Temple University. In 1969 the
two theological schools began a sevenyear process of consolidation that created Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary.
3. Consortium or conglomerate.
Without losing their institutional
identities, two or more institution
s
enter a joint venture to address
redundancies. They may share
teaching or library resources. In
more advanced consortia, there
may even be joint registration.
Example: The Interdenominational
Theological Center comprises six his-

torically African-American seminaries, plus two affiliates. The schools
share faculty, administration, and a
campus in Atlanta, Georgia, and are
accredited as a single institution.
Another variation on the consortium model occurs when one inst
itution outsources its educational
function to another.
Example: St. Francis de Sales
Seminary in St. Francis, Wisconsin,
prepares candidates for the priesthood
by offering pastoral, human, and spiritual formation. But intellectual formation is provided by nearby Sacred
Heart School of Theology in Hales
Corners, Wisconsin, where students
travel four days a week for classes.
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upon public information. If two
more boards decide to study a
merger or other partnership, they
need to announce that fact right up
front. All stakeholders need to be
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Interested in discussing this topic further?
Send a confidential message to editors@intrust.org.

