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Lifting the covers on Australian Theological Education


The most comprehensive review of Australian theological education in its 150 year history has just been launched. 

Charles Sherlock, in the new book Uncovering Theology: The Depth, Reach and Utility of Australian Theological Education, documents that Australian theological education originally developed at a distance from the higher education of Australian’s six public universities. 

However, in more recent developments, theological education now emerges as a significant player within mainstream Australian higher education. Factors contributing to this change include government accreditation of theological degrees, Australian demographics, changes to university funding and greater co-operation between Australia’s religious institutions.

Support for the Uncovering Theology project was provided by the Australian Learning and Teaching Council, an initiative of the Australian Government’s Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations. The project was managed by a team drawn from the Council of Deans of Theology with Sherlock being given a brief to research and collate findings. 

Sherlock, an Anglican priest, has 40 years experience in theological education, including positions at Melbourne’s Ridley College, Trinity College and the Melbourne College of Divinity. He now ministers within Anglican Diocese of Bendigo and is the executive officer of the Australian and New Zealand Association of Theological Schools. Co-chairs of the project Professor Mark Harding and Professor Neil Ormerod say: “Charles Sherlock has been indefatigable in the pursuit of the project’s goals. His knowledge of Australian theological education is unique; some would say legendary.”

The increased demand for theological education in Australian became most obvious when the Australian Government introduced fee-help in January 2005 and the theological sector was identified as a $20-million provider. 

Sherlock says that, traditionally, theological education within Australia had been largely restricted to young men preparing for ordination within Christian churches. Recent trends however show that while there has been an overall increase in the demand for theological education in Australia, now only about 20 percent of students studying theological subjects plan to proceed with religious ordination.

Until the 1960s, there had been little contact between Protestant and Roman Catholic institutions but there is now growing co-operation between Australia’s 69 providers of theological education with 14,000 students now enrolled.

Women began to enter theological institutions in significant numbers from the 1970s and the age range of theological students now stretches from people in their early 20s to retirement and beyond.

“In recent years, growing numbers of refugees, humanitarian visa holders and Australian students from non-English speaking backgrounds have begun studying theology,” Charles Sherlock says.

“Overall, the picture which emerges of Australian theological education is one of a long-established and academically robust and distinct dimension of higher education with strengthening international links. Australian theological institutions welcome the warmer relationships developed over the past 30 years with government and universities and believe that theology makes a distinctive contribution to higher education.”

Publication details: Charles Sherlock, Uncovering Theology: The Depth, Reach and Utility of Australian Theological Education (Adelaide: ATF Press, 2009).

For interviews or photographs:  Charles Sherlock can be contacted on 03 5443 4711 (work), 0423 020 699 (mobile) or by email at chsherlock@netspace.net.au.  Alternatively messages can be forwarded through Fiona Dawn Hill Community and Media Consultancy. Phone: 0430 274 860. Email: fiona@fionadawnhill.com.au.
Book orders and review copies: Australian Theological Forum Limited / ATF Press, PO Box 504 Hindmarsh, South Australian 5007. Phone: 08 8354 2299. Email: hdregan@atf.org.au.
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