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You will find a baby, wrapped in 
swaddling clothes, lying in a manger” 
(Luke 2:12). So said a host of heavenly 
angels one night to a group of 

shepherds on a Bethlehem hillside. And they 
did. They found the baby Jesus that very night. 
They heard the story. And they returned home, 
“glorifying and praising God” for the sign they 
had been privileged to see.

A few weeks later an old man named Simeon had a very similar 
experience. He, too, had been told to look for the One who was the 
sign. And so he did. He saw the child. He heard the story. And then 
he was ready to go home, glorifying and praising God for the sign 
he had been able to see. 

Jesus is still a sign unto us… a sign that God is indeed with us, that 
his kingdom is loose in the world. Something subversive is at work 
among us, unsettling or even capsizing the systems of this world. 
The adult version of that baby would one day overturn the tables of 
the money changers in the temples. Things will change. Things are 
changing. Things have already changed.

 We celebrate Christmas, not merely as another holiday, not merely 
even as the birthday of our Savior, but even more as the beginning 
of something new and wonderful in the world. We trust that new 
and wonderful thing; we proclaim it, study it, and live it, we shout 
it from the rooftops. That’s why Evangelical Seminary exists. That’s 
why I am sending you this magazine today. Let this, too, be a sign 
unto you… that God is indeed with you, for you, and should you 
wish, even in you. 

Grace,

Tony Blair,  President

“

This Shall be  
a Sign Unto You
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Signing



By Tony Blair, President 

When John Hancock signed his name with such large letters at the 
bottom of the Declaration of Independence, he supposedly said 
it was so those prosecuting the war back in Britain could read it 

without their spectacles! Sadly, in all probability he said no such thing. That 
large signature (typical of him) was a courageous act, certain to result in 
execution for treason should the war go badly. In fact it is so legendary that 
nearly 250 years later we often refer to our signature as a “John Hancock.”

I take my own signature seriously, especially when signing or committing on 
behalf of the seminary. Thankfully, we have found trustworthy partners with 
whom we have entered into formal partnerships, the documents of which are 
truly worth signing. Institutional partners matter to us; no ministry should try 
to go it alone. Working together, to do in harmony what one cannot do solo, is 
a good thing for the kingdom of God. Here are some of the friends with whom 
we have recently and jointly affixed our John Hancocks…

This Shall be  
a Sign Unto You

Enthuse  •  Christmas 2018  •  3

Signing
Our

Name



LANCASTER BIBLE COLLEGE (LBC)   
AND SHARED BUSINESS SERVICES
LBC’s main campus is only about 25 miles south of ours. 
(They have campuses in Philadelphia, Memphis, and 
Florida as well.) Since they began a graduate school 
offering programs competitive with ours (and later 
acquired a seminary of their own), our relationship has 
not been as collaborative. But that has changed of late, for 
which we are grateful and delighted. In fact, as of October 
1, 2018, LBC began managing our business office services, 
previously outsourced to the Evangelical Congregational 
Church. They are not able to continue to provide that 
service for us; LBC offered to do so at a cost we could 
afford, and with a level of service that we need. 

We signed that initial agreement early this summer and 
a subsequent one was inked just a few weeks ago. Under 
the new agreement, Evangelical Seminary and a group of 
other small colleges and seminaries are coming together 
to ascertain what services we can share. LBC serves as 
the hub for these conversations, which may result in 
decreased expenses and increased quality of service for 
the participants. Other opportunities may follow. This is 
the kind of collaboration between Christian ministries that 
is good for the kingdom of God. 

THE EVANGELICAL CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH (EC)  
AND SHARED MISSION
In 1953 Evangelical Seminary was founded by the EC 
Church as the Evangelical Congregational School of 
Theology. The nature of that relationship has changed in 
recent years, which has caused some people to wonder if 
we’re still as close. We are! Bishop Bruce Hill and I recently 
signed our names to a new covenant, a document that 
defines the relationship between church and seminary. 

Following completion of a five-year phase-out in late 2019, 
the EC Church will no longer provide financial support to 
the seminary through its national ministry funds. Rather, 

it is encouraging local congregations to directly provide 
greater support; some are doing so. This move reflects a 
change in the denomination’s funding philosophy and 
structures and is not specific to the seminary. In decreasing 
denominational funding, the ECs have also released 
control of the seminary’s board. A majority of the trustees 
are still members of the EC church, but that is no longer a 
requirement. We can now recruit more people from other 
denominations if that is in the seminary’s interest. 

The EC church still regards the seminary as an affiliate 
ministry of the denomination. As president, I still report to 
the National Ministry Team and the National Conference. 
The bishop still sits on our board. We are still partners in 
the EC Benefits Corporation, which provides HR benefits to 
employees of both ministries. We have created a Center for 
EC Studies. The EC church still provides financial assistance 
for their students and supports the work of the Institute 
for Church Leadership. And we have administrators and 
faculty with both longstanding and new ties to the EC 
denomination. The relationship is strong because the 
shared mission is strong.

TABOR COLLEGE AND MDIV COMPLETION 
Tabor College is a Mennonite Brethren institution in 
Kansas, a very long way from Myerstown! But we have a 
relational connection. Len Sweet teaches part-time for 
them as a visiting professor, much like he does for us. I 
know their president Jules Glanzer; the director of their 
MA in Ministry Entrepreneurship and Innovation program 
was a classmate in my DMin program. Dr. Rick Bartlett and 
I noticed an opportunity to help each other’s institutions, 
and along the way create a template that we can use for 
other institutions. Some of the students graduating his 
program will want to continue on for an MDiv, and we 
can help them with that, particularly now that our MDiv is 
available entirely online. Some of our prospective students 
need a degree completion program (DCP) to finish a 
bachelor’s degree, and Tabor can help them with that 
through their online DCP. 

So, we have signed our names to an articulation 
agreement which allows students to move back and forth 
between the two institutions with ease. Now that we have 
this worked out with Tabor, we plan to offer an “MDiv 
Completion Program” to other schools with low-credit 
master’s degrees in ministry. Students can transfer to 
Evangelical with the work they’ve already done and earn a 
high-quality MDiv without starting all over again. 
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OPEN ACCESS DIGITAL THEOLOGICAL LIBRARY (DTL) AND SHARED LEARNING RESOURCES
These days a seminary must pay for both “bricks and clicks”: both a physical campus and a technological infrastructure 
robust enough for high-quality online learning. Thus it must also pay for “books and looks”: hard copies of books and 
other learning resources to house in a physical library, and online resources that can be accessed from anywhere. Doing 
both can become quite expensive for a small institution, especially since the major online databases charge tens of 
thousands of dollars to each subscribing school. 

Fortunately, Dr. Mark Draper, Director of the Rostad Library, thinks outside the box. He connected us to the DTL, which 
provides us with even greater resources in theological studies than we had access to before, and at a reduced rate. 
A number of institutions have collaborated together to provide open access to each other’s resources, thus able to 
collectively negotiate more favorable rates. As a result of this innovative collaboration, our students are being better 

served and costs have decreased.   

SIOUX FALLS SEMINARY AND COMPETENCY-BASED LEARNING 
Sioux Falls Seminary in South Dakota is another institution a long way from Myerstown! We have not affixed our names to 
a formal document, but anticipate doing so in the next couple of months. Several years ago, this organization was in dire 
circumstances. Under the creative leadership of then new president Greg Henson, they “bet the farm” on an innovative 
approach to ministry education known as “competency-based learning.” We had been considering an experiment with 
competency-based learning ourselves, when we were invited by Sioux Falls to do so in collaboration. Once we get the 
details worked out, we hope to launch a pilot program in 2019. 

The approach is less concerned about how many courses a student takes, but is more concerned about demonstrating 
competency in skills and knowledge critical for ministry effectiveness. If a student comes to seminary with some of those 
competencies already in hand, they need only demonstrate such. Those they still need to acquire or improve may be 
pursued in a variety of ways, including coursework, mentoring, and experiential learning—for as long as it takes. The 
student graduates only when a high level of competency is demonstrated in each area. We hope to have more to tell you 
about this sometime next year! 
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T
he highest title I’ve had in my life is pastor. There’s no higher title than that. When 
I became President of a seminary, I told the trustees I had stepped down from the 
high position of pastor to take their position. The second-highest title was when 
Drew University made me the E. Stanley Jones Professor of Evangelism, and the 
third-highest is what you gave me— this title of Charles Wesley Distinguished 

Visiting Professor of Doctor of Theology Studies. 

Charles Wesley and John Wesley were a team, as you know. John wrote the sermons and 
Charles wrote the songs. When Charles said, “They’ll remember my songs longer than they’ll 
remember his sermons,” he proved himself a prophet. Charles was as sneaky as he was smart. 
He found a way to get into places that some of his colleagues never did. He wrote a hymn 
that sticks itself in proudly as first in the index of many hymnbooks of many tribes: “A charge 
to keep I have, a God to glorify…to serve this present age, our calling to fulfill.”  

We all have a charge to keep, and we all must keep charged for church. Well, 
the church already knows how well that goes, the keeping charged. No, you 
don’t get to pick your moment. God has chosen you and God has chosen 
me to serve this “present moment.” It’s a moment in which I’m not a native. 
I’m a Gutenberg born and bred person; I’m the product of a print culture. 
I’m now living as an immigrant in a TGIF world—Twitter, Google, Instagram, 
Facebook. It’s a whole different world and I’ve had to totally reinvent and 
reframe my ministry to serve this present age. 

Reading the Signs 
of the Times

By Dr. Leonard Sweet
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This article is a portion of what Dr. Leonard Sweet presented 
at the Friends of Evangelical Banquet on October 11.  



God has 

chosen you 

and God 

has chosen 

me to serve 

this “present 

moment.” 
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We’re living in a USAmerican culture where the top television show 
is "This is Us" and the top song that has captured our kids is "This is 
Me." What does that mean about the “age” we are called to “serve?” 
We’re here in the midst of a culture with a huge identity crisis. This 
is a culture that wants to know "Who am I? What am I? And how do 
I knit together an identity from scratch?" We've not been giving our 
kids an identity. We’ve said, "Go find yourself. Make up your identity 
on your own." No wonder this is a culture in a massive identity crisis. 

To do what we just did is called semiotics. Semiotics comes right 
from Jesus. "Red sky in morning, sailors take warning/Red sky at 
night, sailors delight." (I'm quoting Jesus with that by the way, from 
Matthew 16:2-3.) He went on to say, "You know how to read the 
signs of the sky. I want you to know how to read the signs of the 
times.” The Greek word for signs is “semeia,” which is where we get 
our English word “semiotic.” 

A specific tribe of Israel was given the mantle and mission of 
semiotics. Each one of the tribes comes before the new King David, 
and they offer their unique gift to the king. I Chronicles 12:32 says, 
"We are the Tribe of Issachar, and we are the tribe that knows the 
times and knows what to do." It's not enough just to know the 
moment you're in. To know the times and to read the signs, which is 
semiotics, you’ve also got to know what they mean and know what 
to do, which is hermeneutics. This Tribe of Issachar, the scholars of 
semiotics and hermeneutics, were masters of the Torah and Talmud. 

Jesus was born in the city of Bethlehem of the Tribe of Judah. The 
symbol of the tribe of Judah is the Lion. But Jesus was bred in the 
city of Nazareth, which is right on the border between two tribes 
of Zebulun and Issachar. The unique gift of the Tribe of Zebulun 
was that they were the entrepreneurs. They owned the shipping 
fleets, invested in new ventures, and were gifted in the making of 
money. The Tribe of Issachar were the scholars who connected the 
scriptures to what was going on around them. Scholarship does 
not bring in money, so how do members of the Issachar tribe live? 
That's why you always have Issachar and Zebulun connected. The 
Zebuluns helped fund the Issacharians. Jesus himself combines 
both the Davidic heritage in his birthplace of Bethlehem and the 
Issachar-Zebulun partnership in his hometown of Nazareth.

Next time you go to Jerusalem, 
take the time to visit Marc 
Chagall’s Jerusalem windows. My 
favorite is the one for the Tribe of 
Issachar. Each one of the tribes 
has a special unique animal. You 
already know the one for Judah: 
the lion. For Issachar, their iconic 
animal is the donkey, the only 
animal that speaks in the Bible 
outside the serpent. The only 
animal that you can trust with 
your life? The donkey. 
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You didn’t know it, but I just took you on a semiotic journey. Much of the church is in a state of semiotic breakdown, 
also called “boredom,” because it can't read the signs that are all around it. One of the hardest things in life is for us 
to see what is right in front of us. We are so often oblivious to the obvious. 

Let me give you an example. One of the wonders of the world is the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. I’m guessing that 
you’ve never really seen the whole ceiling, because we’ve chaptered and versed this ceiling. One chapter is the 
famous Adam Panel and the verse is the two fingers trying to touch. Think of the Sistine Chapel, and you think of 
the fingers of the divine and human fingers trying to touch but missing. 

Yet the space that separates the divine from the human fingers is a painting in and of itself. I’ve seen it in every 
conceivable office. Zoom out a bit and you’ll notice that Adam doesn’t seem to be very excited to be in relationship 
with God. At best he's got a kind of lounging approach and a limpish wrist. He can't even reach his hand upwards 
without it drooping downwards. He has so little energy for this endeavour that he must rest his elbow on his knee. 

One of the worst mistakes you can make is a category mistake. A category mistake is a catastrophic mistake. We've 
been taught that our basic category as humans is seeker. But if we're seekers, then what's God? The hider? Seekers 
try and find God, who is out there but just hiding from us. That’s what we think? No! Michelangelo had it right. 
Look again. God’s doing all the seeking! We're the hiders. In fact, the whole Bible is a hide and seek story, but who’s 
the hider and who’s the seeker? Our story is the story of God looking for us—hunting us, hounding us, seeking us. 
We're the ones in all sorts of hiding places. The greatest story never told is of God calling us out of our hiding places, 
saying, "You can’t hide from me. Your only true hiding place is me. I’m your hiding place. Come to the cleft of the 
Rock and hide in me."
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Wait a minute. We mostly look at the Adam panel and that single point in the middle. But there is more to the story 
of the Adam Panel. The first Adam story is on one side of the panel. But the second Adam story is on the other side 
of the panel. We seldom see this even though it’s right in front of us. The Last Adam story continues the First Adam 
story and tells the rest of the story and how that distance between God and humans is actually bridged. There we 
see God's left hand reaching around and God’s left finger touching a little baby. 

There’s a curtain, red fabric, in the exact shape of a right brain. Somehow this artist, before we even knew the 
significance of the bicameral brain, intuited that the right brain is where you dream. And in his portrayal of God's 
dream for the rest of the story: "How am I going to bridge this chasm that separates me and Adam?" The rest of the 
story is the creation of the Last Adam. In the painting God's arm surrounds and engulfs Mary (the ginger genome is 
the norm for painterly portrayals of Mother Mary) to touch the Last Adam. 

But God's index finger is all twisted, and tormented, and almost deformed. In many ways that one finger itself tells 
the rest of the story, what happens as God tries to reach out and touch us, which God finally does in the Last Adam, 
Emmanuel, God WITH Us. But oh, the price of that withness, the suffering of that withness! 

I hope you will never be able to look at the Sistine Chapel the same way, once you see it with Jesus semiotics and 
Spirit hermeneutics. This is Semiotics 101. It’s the same way with life. Once you live it with Jesus semiotics and Spirit 
hermeneutics, you’ll never be able to go back. Those things you’ve seen a thousand times, and think you know 
what’s there, step back, close your eyes, open them again, and start to look at all of life in a different way. Are you 
ready? We are unleashing on the church the Tribe of Issachar. Nothing can be the same again.



More than curiosity drew the Magi to Jesus: it was God. They saw him at work in the sky—
speaking their language—and they wanted to go meet with him. No doubt they connected 
the Hebrew prophesies left in their town during the Jewish exile to the celestial phenomenon 

they were observing. God is beautifully sneaky that way. We often hear it said, “Wise men still seek him,” 
but it was God who was seeking them. Sometimes he stirs things up, even to the point of rearranging his 
universe because he has something vitally important to tell us. 

ARE WE LISTENING? 

Magi wanted to know the Power behind the universe. They pondered the great questions of life: “Where 
did we come from? Why are we here?” And because the Magi were into the stars, God put a fantastic light 
in the sky on that first Christmas to get their attention—a star unlike anything else they had ever seen 
before. 

But we know it’s not the stars that direct the course of history; it’s the Maker of the stars. God wants 
everyone to come and worship his Son, so God met them at the level of their longing. G. K. Chesterton 
put it like this: Men are homesick in their homes and strangers under the sun. But our homes are under 
miraculous skies where Christmas was begun. 

If the Magi teach us anything, it’s that it’s never enough for us to just be amazed at the wonders of God; 
we have to set out on the journey and follow him. Our calling is not just to stand in awe of creation but 
to get to know the Creator. That’s what we do at Evangelical Seminary. We help the people pondering 
the great questions of life learn how to recognize God at work, so they can know him and follow him. 
And we train them to train others so the Jesus Story can continue. Will you join us in this work?
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GOD... 
Still SEEKING 

the Wise

Dr. Timothy Valentino
Instructor of Biblical Studies and Practical Theology 

Assistant Director of the Doctor of Theology program
Director of Community Engagement
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CHARITABLE CLUMPING 
A new strategy with a strange-
sounding name may be a great 
giving opportunity thanks to the new 
higher standard tax deduction in 
place for 2018. Donor Advised Funds 
(DAF) allow individuals to control the 
timing of deductible contributions 
and distributions to charitable 
organizations independently. 
Contributions to DAFs are deductible 
in the year the contribution is made. 
Distributions can be made at any 
time in the future to a charitable 
organization. Funds grow tax-free 
while they remain in the DAF. For 
example, a taxpayer can clump 
three or more years of charitable 
contributions into the DAF in one year 
so they could use the contribution 
as an itemized deduction. Then, 
in subsequent years, the taxpayer 
makes distributions to charitable 
organizations (from the DAF) while 
using the standard deduction. 

IRAS FOR CHARITABLE GIVING 
If you are over 70 ½, use your IRA 
rather than your checkbook! Check 
with your investment professional 
to find out your Required Minimum 
Distribution (RMD) amount for the 
year, which you can use to bless your 
favorite charities! With a Qualified 
Charitable Distribution, regardless of 
your RMD amount, you can donate 
up to $100,000 annually to a charity 
like Evangelical Seminary from your 
IRA (if you are 70 ½ years of age 
or older) without having to report 
the distribution as taxable income. 
This strategy will be beneficial for 
more taxpayers in 2018 due to the 
increased standard deduction. 

GIFTS OF STOCK 
A gift of stock allows you to take a 
tax deduction for the market value of 
the stock up to 30% of the adjusted 
gross income (any amount in excess 
of the 30% can be carried forward 
for 5 additional years). This strategy 
gives the tax payer a double tax 
benefit, deduction for the gift and 
avoidance of capital gains tax. Check 
with your planning professional 
for opportunities to use your stock 
portfolio for year-end giving.

Evangelical Seminary and Ambassador Advisors Offer 

Tips on Giving 
Under the NEW TAX LAWS

Contact your advisor or our trusted partner 
Ambassador Advisors for planned and legacy 
giving strategies for your unique situation! 

www.ambassadoradvisors.com | 1-800-395-7660

"I wouldn't know what to do without 
Evangelical Seminary. It has become home 

for me... not just a theological home but 
a place where I can grow in my faith and 

prepare for what God has called me to do." 
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MISSION STATEMENT
In partnership with the church, Evangelical  
Seminary develops servant leaders for  
transformational ministry in a broken and  
complex world by nurturing rigorous minds ,  
passionate hearts, and Christ-centered actions.

6th Annual 
Four Chaplains 

Scholarship Run
F E B R U A R Y  2 ,  2 0 1 9  |  1 0 : 0 0  A M

WE HONOR THEIR SACRIFICE
4 Mile Run/Walk and 1 1/2 Mile Fun Run/Walk

Hosted by Evangelical Seminary 
Rain, Snow, or Shine Event


