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Imagining Enugu as classroom for theological 
education in SIST
A trans-disciplinary approach.
Jude C. Nnorom

Abstract 

Enugu, the coal city, offers hermeneutical and pedagogical resources for re-imag-
ining the theological curriculum of Spiritan International School of Theology (SIST) 
in Enugu. Enugu is the capital city of Enugu State, Nigeria. With a 2018 estimated 
population of over 1 million, Enugu is projected to grow to over 2 million by 2050! 
Like other African cities, the urbanisation of Enugu presents complex socio-econom-
ic and infrastructural challenges that will exacerbate urban vulnerabilities. Does the 
theological curriculum of SIST equip her students for Enugu’s exponential growth? 
Should SIST “urbanise” her theological curriculum? Can SIST articulate a response 
to the urbanisation of Enugu, using a trans-disciplinary curriculum that transcends 
disciplinary boundaries? This article proposes Enugu as a classroom for trans-disci-
plinary theological education and formation in SIST. It applied a qualitative research 
methodology of interviews, site visits, and documentary analysis, to propose ways of 
realising an urbanised theological curriculum at SIST.

Key words: �Enugu, theological education, Spiritan International School of Theology, 
urban mission

1.	 Introduction
The notion of a city as classroom may seem an oxymoron! Conventionally, a class-
room is a space where education is mediated through a teacher-student medium. 
The teacher educates, passing on knowledge, and the student ‘banks’ almost as a 
“passive recipient” (Freire, 1970:45). Classrooms mediate learning through pre-
determined curricula that either ignore or draw minimally from other nuanced 
epistemic sources within their spatial milieu. Engaging cities like Enugu as a the-
ology classroom requires what Franz Fanon described as “shifting the geography 
of reason” (Fanon, 1968:146). Intentionally paying attention to the “voices and 
thinking that come from unexpected spaces” (Gibson, 2011:6) because such shifts 
and intentions unravel the potentials of cities as spaces for “a new way of knowing 
[and] resources for liberating theological education” (De Beer, 2012:251-277). 
Here, liberation is the critical assessment of the context of Enugu city, and the 
curriculum of Spiritan International School of Theology (SIST) as a theological In-
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stitute, located within this context. I argue that focussing on Enugu as a classroom, 
could assist SIST with its mission – Evangelizare pauperibus (Evangelisation of the 
poor) and reveal capacities and abilities for discerning the various incarnations of 
God in the city. These abilities will enable SIST’s graduates to interrogate the trou-
bling narrative that African cities are overcrowded, ethically neutral, anonymous 
and even amoral! 

Yet, the challenge is not just the densification and gentrification of African cities 
but the quietude of theology, in the discourse about urban Africa’s fractures and 
futures. Arguably, this silence does not acknowledge the challenges of urban Af-
rica, her poor socio-economic, spatial and infrastructural state, and their effect on 
urban dwellers. SIST could disrupt this silence by initiating a theological conversa-
tion on Enugu’s fractures and futures, by intentionally adopting a trans-disciplinary 
curriculum in which “different academic disciplines work jointly with practition-
ers to solve real-world problems” (Klein, 2001:4). Such a curriculum has the 
advantage of advancing a theological re-imagination and dialogical methodology, 
which some scholars termed “the African Palaver – a joint theological research 
project with a clear theme, purpose and objective” (Kasonga, 1988:198; Mulefo, 
1996:139; Orobator, 2014:9). Enugu as classroom for an African urban theologi-
cal palaver has the potential of unleashing Christian theological imaginaries and 
values using a pedagogy that draws from the ordinary and everyday experience of 
Enugu’s citadins (Lefebvre, 1996:34). Those urban dwellers, especially the poor 
and marginalised who refuse to be excluded from Enugu’s urban reality, and whose 
knowledge and expertise in feeling and reading the city, are often ignored in urban 
discourses. They offer SIST a lens for advancing a “theology as big as the city” 
(Bakke, 1997:30). 

This article stems from the author’s affiliation to SIST as an alumnus who ben-
efitted from her theological training and formation, but who is also aware of the 
changing dynamics of contemporary mission. This article argues that Enugu’s frac-
tures and futures are intriguing contexts for developing new theological languages, 
tools and methods for missiological education at SIST. It is a contribution to the 
emerging field of African urban theology within the discipline of practical theol-
ogy, and is part of the research project, Urban Africa 2050: Imagining theologi-
cal education/formation for flourishing African cities. The article will begin by 
briefly exploring Enugu city, the context where SIST is birthed, introduce SIST, and 
finally recommend pathways for the re-imagination of SIST’s theological curricu-
lum using a trans-disciplinary methodology. In a self-critical manner, the author 
acknowledges that I am neither resident in Enugu city nor a faculty member of 
SIST. Nevertheless, I am an alumnus of SIST and a member of the Congregation of 
the Holy Spirit. 
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2.	 Enugu: The Coal City
Enugu is the capital of Enugu State. It is “located approximately at latitude 06º 30 N 
and longitude 07º 30 E in the Southern part of Nigeria.” (Iyi, 2014:44-51). Enugu, 
is named after Udi hill tops, and is translated from the Igbo words Enu (High) 
and Ugwu (Hill). Enugu State is one of the 36 states of the Nigerian federation and 
arguably one of the earliest urban centres in Igbo land and Nigeria. Enugu is called 
the “coal city” following the discovery and mining of coal in commercial quantities 
in 1909 (Iyi, 2014; Nwalusi et al., 2017; Emodi, 2018). The coal city served as the 
capital city of the former East Central State (1967-1976); the defunct Republic of 
Biafra (1968-1970); old Anambra state (1976-1991) and from 1996, as the capital 
of Enugu State. 

According to the Nigerian National Population commission (NPC), Enugu had a 
population of 722, 664 people in 2006. However, this figure is contested. Scholars, 
Dickson Nwalusi, Christopher Anierobi and their colleagues at the University of 
Nigeria Enugu campus (UNEC), who research Enugu urban, argue that this fig-
ure does not reflect the actual population of the coal city. They argue that Enugu 
continues to witness natural population growth and rural-urban migration. These 
and other factors contribute to its annual population growth of 2.85% (Nwalusi 
et al., 2017). In Urban housing inequality and the proliferation of informal 
settlements among formal neighborhoods in Enugu, Nigeria, Nwalusi and his 
colleagues further argued that “most of the residential areas in the City such as: Og-
bete, GRA, Achara Layout, Uwani, Abakpa, etc., were planned and built according to 
the grid-iron pattern of colonial era” (Nwalusi et al., 2017). These residential areas 
were the focus of the National housing survey of the NPC, which did not capture the 
informal settlements in the city indicating that some population of the city were not 
counted (Nwalusi et al., 2017). 

Yet, according to Edgar Pieterse, “The shanty city is by and large the real African 
city” (Pieterse, 2013:21). Census contestation does not affect the coal city only, but 
the entire Nigerian state. The former chairman of the NPC, Festus Odimegwu once 
argued that Nigeria has never conducted a credible census. Perhaps, because her 
revenue sharing formula correlates revenue allocation from oil, to the population 
density of her federating states (Fawehimni, 2018). Contested population data is 
not unique to Nigeria but also affects the African continent in general and her cities 
in particular. In Rogue Urbanism, Edgar Pieterse argues, “The African city remains 
an elusive mirage clouded by limited data and inadequate theoretical approaches 
that prevent researchers and urbanists from coming to terms with the immense-
ly complex but also generative dynamism of the spatial alchemy that can only be 
sensed there” (Pieterse, 2013:33).  Several factors are responsible for the limited 
data on the population of African cities, including circular migration, connecting 
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data to financial gains, under-funded statistical bodies, political interference etc. 
(Sandefur & Glassman, 2014). Such contestations and struggles should motivate 
theology to advance an African theological palaver, rather than remaining silent.  

In 2009, by an act of the state legislature, Enugu State government established, 
Enugu Capital Territory Development Authority (ECTDA). This body was tasked 
to advance and supervise ‘developmental’ initiatives within the three Local govern-
ment areas of the coal city, Enugu East, Enugu North and Enugu South. ECTDA 
has a mandate “to prepare an updated and comprehensive master plan for a New 
Enugu which will be modern, serene, business-friendly, with functional infrastruc-
ture and public services” (ECTDA, 2015). The existence of ECTDA offers SIST an 
opportunity to unpack the details of this proposed Master plan, incorporating in-
sights from different disciplines and vulnerable urban dwellers. It is an invitation 
to SIST and other theological institutes in Enugu to theologise from their spatial 
location, by interrogating the urban vision of Enugu State government.     

Migration into Enugu exposes different aspects of urban vulnerability, inad-
equate and precarious housing, unemployment and other social stresses. Enugu 
is estimated to have an annual growth rate of 2.85%, and recorded a population 
of 1, 006 593 in 2018, with estimates suggesting about 1, 402 075 in 2030 and 2, 
435 754 in 2050, (UNDESA, 2018). The UNDESA 2018 report suggests that “some 
of the fastest growing urban agglomerations are cities with fewer than 1 million 
inhabitants,” and the coal city falls into this category. Her urban population growth 
curiously unravels questions of infrastructural capacity to meet the demands of 
her growing population, food security, youth unemployment, spatial justice and 
ecological stress. Enugu’s fractures and futures beckons on SIST, other theological 
institutes and churches in the city to engage the coal city’s spaces of contestation 
and struggle. 

3.	 SIST: Evangelizare Pauperibus (Evangelisation of the Poor)
Spiritan International School of Theology (SIST) Attakwu Enugu is located within 
the Akegbe-Ugwu autonomous community in Nkanu West Local Government Area of 
Enugu State. SIST is a missionary theological (missiological) institute that belongs 
to the Congregation of the Holy Spirit, also known as Spiritans in the West African 
region. SIST’s motto is, Evangelizare Pauperibus (the evangelisation of the poor) 
which is also the mission of the Spiritans, a religious order in the Catholic Church 
founded in France in 1703 in response to urban vulnerabilities within an 18th 
century city of Paris. Spiritan theological education and formation are grounded in 
the formation programme of future priests within the Catholic tradition. SIST is one 
of the Spiritan theological institutes in Africa and was established in 1987. It was 
officially opened on the 10th December 1988 as a contextual missiological institute 
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that will “effectively address the contemporary demands of mission and yet take 
into account African realities” (SIST, 2013). SIST forms priests and religious lay-
women and men to become vanguards of new mission possibilities, not held back 
by “a form of Christianity bound up in its doctrine and discipline” (Éla, 2001:5). 
Her theological and formation programme “aims principally to the priestly forma-
tion of Spiritan religious missionaries and other missionaries belonging to clerical 
institutes” (SIST, 2018). Through her theological programme, SIST seeks to engage 
the rapid changes in Africa, which presents challenges and opportunities for the 
incarnation of the Gospel message. Her theological curriculum seeks to discern 
what God is calling the church to do and become in these changing realities of 
Africa (SIST, 2018). SIST’s student body are not only from Nigeria but also other 
African countries, indicating the exciting potential for snowballing urban theologi-
cal palaver in Africa.

SIST’s curriculum is designed and draws from Catholic theological resources 
and guidelines. Optatam Totius (1965), the 2nd Vatican council’s decree on 
priestly training; Pastores Dabo vobis, (1992) John Paul 11 post-synodal exhorta-
tion; Ratio fundamentalis Instiutionis Sacerdotalis (the gift of the priestly voca-
tion) 2016; and a host of other ecclesiastical sources. As a theological institute, 
belonging to the Spiritans, SIST also enriches her curriculum with the Guide for 
Spiritan formation, which advances the integral religious and missionary forma-
tion of future Spiritan missionaries paying close attention to the poor and mar-
ginalised. These resources are motivational factors for articulating a theological 
response to urban spatiality and disparities in Enugu. 

SIST’s present curriculum offers “a one year certificate in Theology, a two 
year diploma certificate in theology, which aims to bring theology to the non-
expert, and a three year higher diploma in Theology” (SIST, 2018). SIST is af-
filiated to the University of Nigeria Nsukka, which awards successful candidates 
a Bachelor’s degree in Religion and Cultural studies. She is also affiliated to 
Duquesne University of the Holy Ghost, Pittsburgh Pennsylvania in the United 
States of America, from which qualified SIST graduates obtain a Master of Arts 
degree in Theology (Odozor, 2014:42). With her affiliation to these universities 
and commitment to the formation of missionaries, SIST’s theological curriculum 
is regularly evaluated. Degrees awarded to SIST graduates from both academic 
institutions ensure that the curriculum reflects both their academic values and is 
also enriched by SIST’s missiological character. In my interview with Fr. Bonaven-
ture Ugwu the Director of SIST, he mentioned that SIST is pursuing accreditation 
with the Nigerian Universities Commission (NUC) to award its own bachelor and 
post graduate degrees, given its annual intake of students, academic curriculum, 
equipped library and qualified faculty.
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4.	 Enugu as classroom for SIST
How can Enugu become a classroom for SIST? Should SIST’s theological educa-
tion and formation be mediated within the hustle and bustle of city life, or should 
the “lived vitalities” (Pieterse, 2013:23) of the inhabitants of Enugu, its informal 
settlements and slums become epistemic resources for an African theological pa-
laver at SIST? A palaver that will transform and be transformed by the curriculum 
of SIST, drawing from the living context of the coal city’s urban dwellers. This kind 
of palaver employs a pedagogical method that speaks to the core of theological 
inquiry as Fides quarens intellectum (faith seeking understanding). The lived 
vitalities of the urban dwellers of the coal city are indeed epistemic resources that 
could be theologised using what Jean-Marc Éla calls “another language of the 
Gospel” (Éla, 2001:5). A language that embodies the unique urban experience 
of Enugu’s citadins and seeks to transform these experiences in the light of the 
Gospel imperatives of liberation and emancipation. In the Apostolic Exhortation, 
the Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis proposed that liberation and emancipation 
of the human person indicates that priority should be given to “actions which 
generate new processes in society and engage other persons and groups who can 
develop them to the point where they bear fruit in significant historical events” 
(Pope Francis, 2013). A new theological language is needed to engage urbanis-
ing Africa. In order to integrate such a language into her theological curriculum, 
SIST will need to interact with ECTDA. Through posing appropriate context spe-
cific and incarnational questions to ECTDA and other stakeholders in the coal 
city, her theological curriculum will become transformative, equipping students 
with the necessary language and skills needed for liberation and emancipation. It 
will help them acquire urban theological language, tools and accessories that will 
both acknowledge local experiences, and empower urban dwellers to reclaim 
their agency and right to the coal city. 

Positioning the coal city as a classroom for SIST, has the potential of unleashing 
ecumenical and theological collaboration between SIST, and other theological insti-
tutes in Enugu. The coal city hosts a number of Catholic and other denominations’ 
theological and formation institutes. Surely, each denomination has its confessional 
focus, which informs their theological and formation curricula. However, there 
seems to be an absence of an ecumenical theological cluster of these institutions 
on the fractures and futures of the coal city. An ecumenical theological cluster has 
the potency of bringing each Christian denomination out from its theological and 
confessional isolation, to meet the other and to be exposed to novel theological 
methods. Here, I wish to draw from Bernard Lonergan’s definition of a theologi-
cal method as a “framework of creativity” (Lonergan, 1971:xii).  This framework 
will amplify Christian ecumenical voices in the affairs and running of the coal city. 
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Without such a framework, these theological institutes will risk being accused of 
indifference and arrogance in the face of urban vulnerabilities in the coal city! 

Such a framework will offer SIST the opportunity to interact with civil and faith-
based organisations who are already tackling urban vulnerabilities in the coal city. 
Here, the experience of organisations such as the Catholic Institute for Develop-
ment Justice and Peace, (CIDJAB) of the Catholic diocese of Enugu; the Develop-
ment Education Centre (DEC), dealing with urban gender issues in the coal city; 
the Institute of Ecumenical Education Enugu (IEED) and other like-minded civil 
and faith-based organisations comes to mind. I envision an ecumenical theologi-
cal cluster that involves both the exchange of lecturers and students, and the in-
corporation of pedagogical methodologies that immerse faculty and students into 
the stark realities and resilience of vulnerable urban dwellers in Enugu. Such a 
cluster will draw from the unacknowledged capacities and abilities of urban dwell-
ers. Women and men, who despite societal limitations, doggedly navigate the socio 
economic, infrastructural and spatial exclusions experienced daily in the coal city. 

The demographic growth of Enugu and its complexities also hold a great po-
tential for fostering solidarity between vulnerable groups, civil society, faith-based 
organisations and theological Institutions. Solidarity is one of the principles of 
Catholic social teaching, described as “respect for every human person; the values 
and cultures of others; the legitimate autonomy and self-determination of others; 
to look beyond ourselves in order to understand and support the good of other” 
(Pope John Paul 11:1987).  This principle offers SIST a paradigm for living out the 
Spiritan charism. It intentionally argues for an inclusive ownership of the coal city 
and advances an integral development of the urban population of Enugu. Solidar-
ity with the citadins of Enugu will require ‘shifting [of] the geography of reason,’ 
which contextualises theological education using a transformative paradigm that 
draws from and speaks to the experience of urban dwellers.

5.	 Re-Imagining the curriculum of SIST
What will be the structure and content of a re-imagined theological curriculum in 
SIST? It will among other things merge perspectives from the social sciences, town 
and urban planning, (De Beer et al., 2017) to un-earth diverse epistemologies that 
have assisted urban dwellers to navigate the complex reality of living in an urbanis-
ing African city. SIST could develop and initiate a participatory process of bringing 
different disciplines and urban stakeholders together, to uncover with them alter-
native possibilities for a flourishing coal city. Thus far, this article has attempted 
to highlight the necessity of advancing an urban theological agenda in the cur-
riculum of SIST as a response to the core mandate of SIST. Failure to advance such 
a nuanced curriculum in the face of urbanising African cities will be a refusal to 



Imagining Enugu as classroom for theological education in SIST� 203

acknowledge the emerging reality of urbanisation in the coal city. My proposal for a 
re-imagined and trans-disciplinary theological curriculum in SIST is not a criticism 
of her present theological curriculum, or a denial of her past and present efforts at 
deconstructing the “truths about God from a post enlightenment Europe” (Ehusani, 
1995:108). Rather, it is a theological re-awakening that acknowledges Enugu, the 
coal city as SIST’s context and an intriguing space for theological inquiry. 

I propose a curricula structure and content that views Enugu as both the subject 
and object of theological palaver. As subject, by uncovering the hidden potentials 
of her urban dwellers and as an object on which the redemptive action of the Gos-
pel is expressed. The coal city offers potential possibilities for constructing urban 
epistemologies while deconstructing existing post-colonial, post independent and 
post-civil war narratives, which derogates African cities and denies the agency of 
their dwellers. I propose a re-imagined curriculum that creates opportunities for 
different kinds of knowledge, from the arts and sciences for transforming the cur-
riculum and the city, using different avenues to respond to God’s call in the urban 
space. A curriculum that advances a theology from below, which recognises the 
different incarnations of God in the city and acknowledges the agency of that un-
named “poor but wise man in the city, who saved the city by his wisdom but nobody 
remembered him” (Ecclesiastes 9:15). 

In The Teaching of Theology in Africa, Joseph Galgalo argues that “theological 
reflection and its teaching has not always been the exclusive privilege of seminar-
ies, theological institutions or universities, but is a task carried out by the faithful 
who share their faith experiences in whatever form is available to them” (Galgalo, 
2004:5). The faithful and others could be effective theological interlocutors in 
the re-imagination of theological education and formation in SIST.  SIST’s present 
theological curriculum like the curricula of other theological institutes “reveals a 
general scheme that adopts a division of subject areas modelled on the Western 
theological curriculum both in terms of structure and content, typically Biblical 
Studies, Theology and Philosophy, Ecclesiastical History, Religion and Missiology, 
Practical and pastoral studies and Ethics” (Galgalo, 2004:22). Many factors are 
responsible for this inherited curricula model. Demands for accreditation and af-
filiation to bigger theological faculties and universities, or in the case of Catholic 
theological institutes the “Catholic Ecclesiastical polity and policies toward relating 
the traditional dogma to local realities” (Galgalo, 2004:22). Other factors include 
inadequate institutional budgets, absence or scarcity of theological educators and, 
the fact that most theological educators were trained in western theology and its 
contextual framework. Despite these and other factors, this article argues that the 
onus is now on theological institutes in Africa to design curricula that will intention-
ally speak and respond to the reality of their urbanising continent. Curricula that 
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should aim to produce faith-based actors whose response to Africa’s urbanisation 
is grounded in a theology brewed in the complexities of African cities.

Advocating for a re-imagined curriculum does not entail the proverbial saying of 
‘throwing away the baby with the bathwater.’ No! It rather seeks to critically examine 
the current curriculum by creating spaces for incorporating social, architectural, 
economic and other disciplines that will further enhance the academic and ministe-
rial quality of future ministers of the Word and Sacraments. I suppose such a re-
imagined theological curriculum in SIST will be a political act because it will be a 
deliberate choice to recognise and impact the urban context of the coal city through 
a socio-theological transformation of the lives of her citadins. 

6.	 The Politics of Curriculum Design
How can SIST remain faithful to the vision of her founding fathers, and her insti-
tutional motto Evangelizare pauperibus (Evangelisation of the Poor)? How can 
Enugu become the canvas on which the brush strokes of an incarnational and 
contextual theology are unleashed? Perhaps, the key could be by intentionally, pay-
ing attention to the lived experiences, the everyday urbanism (Chase et al 2008; 
Pieterse 2013), of the dwellers of the informal settlements and slums of Enugu. 
The danger of not grounding her curriculum within the socio-spiritual, spatial and 
cultural matrix of Enugu, is the continuation of an ‘imported’ theological method-
ology “which may not satisfy the ultimate yearnings of post-colonial Africa, because 
the cultural matrix of one is different from the other.” (Ehusani, 1995:108). Nige-
rian theologian, George Ehusani questions the politics of designing theological cur-
ricula in Africa. Does the curricula of African theological institutes still embody the 
spirituality and politics of post-enlightenment Europe whose missionaries brought 
the faith to Africa, arguably intertwined with the colonial project? Alternatively, can 
there be a shift towards a curriculum embedded in a spirituality that is truly Chris-
tian and truly African (Odozor, 2014: 3), and may I add ‘truly urban’ which reflects 
the socio-economic context of African urban dwellers? 

Grounding her theological education, pedagogy and methodology within her 
spatial location will speak to the spirituality of SIST’s curriculum. A task and pro-
cess that understands that no theological curriculum is neutral, but is constantly 
evaluated in the face of emerging social realities, institutional focus areas, faculty’s 
disciplinary backgrounds, and the ministerial needs of students. In Reason for 
the Hope: The Future of Roman Catholic Theologates, Katarina Schuth highlights 
the un-neutrality of theological curricula. She argues that some faculty of Catho-
lic theological institutes “believe that the essential task of theological education 
is to prepare seminarians intellectually and not to train them in ministerial skills” 
(Schuth, 1989:174). Faculty disagreements about what forms the central focus of 
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a theological Institute’s curriculum, Schuth argues stems from a fear of “an en-
croachment into the traditional curriculum, often reducing the number of courses 
taught in systematic or other areas of theology.” Sadly, such disagreements fail to 
recognise that designing a curriculum is a political and spiritual exercise that em-
bodies both the process and goal of education and formation. Such a design should 
take into account the experience of the learner and his/her context. The spirituality 
for the establishment of a theological Institute and the choice of the courses taught 
at the Institute influenced what Steve de Gruchy called the ‘politics, preferences 
and praxis’ of curriculum design. In Theological Education and Social Develop-
ment: Politics, Preferences and praxis in Curriculum Design, Steve de Gruchy 
draws attention to the factors that affect the design of curricula within theological 
institutes in the African continent. According to de Gruchy, “Curriculum design is by 
its very nature a question of choice. In a sense, “While one can teach anything, one 
cannot teach everything - some things are included and other things are excluded.” 
In this sense, de Gruchy argues, “Designing a curriculum is a political act, for the 
prejudices and passions of the designer of necessity shape what is taught and what 
is not” (De Gruchy, 2003:454).

Beverley Haddad argues that biblically, we learn that “God makes a political 
choice by siding with the poor” [and] “acknowledging the poor as prime inter-
locutors of our theology [is to] understand God and God’s work in the world from 
their perspective.” (Haddad, 2016:1-9). Intentionally, the curriculum of a theologi-
cal Institute that advances the “God-talk” of theology should take into account the 
experience of the poor for as Jean-Marc Èla argues from the African perspective, it 
is in this “concrete practices and alternatives [that] the memory and resistance of 
our people have been articulated” (Èla, 2001:xvii). 

De Gruchy further argues that designing a theological curriculum raises another 
question. Under which theological discipline should a particular course not envis-
aged previously be placed? Different theological disciplines, Systematics, Missiol-
ogy, pastoral theology, social ethics, have their core disciplinary preferences, pos-
ing the question of where to place a module or course that was not envisaged in the 
curriculum design. Not only does the location of a new module or course within the 
already packed curriculum of an institute pose a challenge, its pedagogy also raise 
some questions. According to de Gruchy, there should be a “congruence between 
what we are teaching and the way we are teaching it” (De Gruchy, 2003:461). In ef-
fect, locating a module or course within an institutional curriculum will necessitate 
a paradigmatic shift that speaks to the theoretical assumptions of the curriculum. 
Integrating the context of Enugu urban in what is being taught and how it is taught 
in SIST will be a way of reconciling the politics, preferences and praxis in the design 
of SIST’s theological curriculum. For, it will engage the lived vitalities of Enugu’s ur-
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ban poor, and issues of spatial justice using a trans-disciplinary pedagogical meth-
odology that intentionally advances an alternative vision of Enugu as a flourishing 
coal city. Such a trans-disciplinary curriculum will further prepare SIST graduates 
for the ongoing urbanisation of Africa, enabling them to develop critical lenses for 
discerning the complexities of Africa’s urban fractures and futures. 

7.	 Trans-disciplinarity: An approach to the re-imagination of 
SIST’s curriculum

Urban theologian Stephan de Beer and sociologist of religion Ignatius Swart ar-
gue, that to engage urban complexities, innovations and vulnerabilities, within the 
South African/African context, there is a need to acknowledge that “the urban re-
ality cannot be sufficiently understood without an understanding of [accompany-
ing] religious expressions” (De Beer & Swart, 2014). The presence of churches, 
theological institutes, and other forms of religious expressions in Enugu offer epis-
temological and trans-disciplinary resources for engaging the urbanisation of the 
coal city. It requires theologians to draw inspiration and employ research methods 
from non-theological disciplines, such as sociology, political science, city planning, 
architecture and others. The Vatican 11 decree on the church’s missionary activity 
recommended this method. In Ad Gentes, the council fathers proposed that “for 
the sake of the missions, there should be fraternal and generous collaboration on 
the part of scientific institutes which specialise in missiology and in other arts and 
disciplines useful for the missions” (Ad Gentes: 34). Theoretically, such a method 
is trans-disciplinary. For, it informs a theological appreciation of the city as a place 
of refuge and a place to encounter God. It also creates the opportunity for city plan-
ners and governments to recognise and appreciate “the role of faith and religion in 
Urban Africa” (Rakodi, 2014:82-109). 

The term trans-disciplinarity is credited to the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. 
In a 1972 seminar in France,  he suggested a “higher stage succeeding interdisci-
plinary relationships…which would not only cover interactions or reciprocities 
between specialised research projects, but would place these relationships within a 
total system without any firm boundaries between disciplines” (Piaget: 1972: 138). 
In the same year in the United States, Jack Lee Mahan, produced a doctoral disser-
tation in which he argued that; “trans disciplinary inquiry would be characterised 
by a common orientation to transcend disciplinary boundaries and an attempt to 
bring continuity to inquiry and knowledge… to the betterment of man and society” 
(Mahan, 1970:194-195).

Trans-disciplinarity transcends the exclusive boundaries and epistemic frame-
works of academic disciplines, by engaging the different complexities and features 
of realities. It is “a new way of thinking about, and engaging in inquiry” (Montouri, 
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2008: ix) or to reassess the previous disciplinary separation of subject and object 
(Nicolesco, 2015; Bernstein, 2015). Trans-discplinarity challenges the traditional 
division and isolation of disciplines, each working in silos. It encourages scholars 
to employ methodologies from other disciplines, in their production and advance-
ment of knowledge. According to Judith Thompson Klein, trans-disciplinary re-
search is a problem solving method. It is “free of reductionist assumptions about 
the way things are related, how systems operate, and the expectation that science 
delivers a single ‘best’ solution or final answers” (Klein, 2015: 14). 

However, some scholars have highlighted methodological challenges with 
trans-disciplinary research. In Methodological challenges of transdisciplinary 
research, Christian Pohl and Gertrude Hirsch Hadorn argue that a major issue with 
this method is the challenge of “interrelating a broad range of factors, social, legal, 
natural, technical etc” and actors who perceive social problems differently into a 
complementary team for achieving a desired goal (Pohl & Hadorn, 2008:111-121). 
They argue that the complexities of factors and actors and their mutations over time 
might affect the desired result. Nevertheless, the advantages of trans-disciplinary 
research are enormous. It broadens disciplinary boundaries and beckons on town 
and city planners to reflect deeply on the effect of spatial planning on vulnerable 
urban dwellers and the ecology of the city. 

A trans-disciplinary curriculum in SIST will transcend the traditional boundaries 
of theological methodology and engagement. It will unpack the power dynamics 
between subjects and objects of research by its conceptual liberation of allowing 
the innovations and vulnerabilities of the urbanising city of Enugu to inform its 
pedagogy. The alternative will be to maintain the status quo! Which, arguably, is the 
non-acknowledgement of the exponential growth of the urban population of Enugu 
and, a failure to offer urban theological skills to future faith-based actors in Nigeria 
and the continent.  Arguably, this could make SIST and by extension other African 
theological institutes yield to the risk of becoming a-contextual, “Impotent and ir-
responsible” (De Beer, 2012). A trans-disciplinary theological curriculum in SIST 
has the advantage of reading the complexities of Enugu with a new lens. Asking 
fundamental questions about city planning and budgeting, spatial justice, security 
of land tenure and unemployment, precarious housing and social infrastructure 
among others. It will also amplify the critical theological voices of novelists, mural 
artists, actors and actresses, traditional rulers, womanists, feminists, people living 
with physical and mental disabilities whose epistemic agency in re-inventing the 
cities of Africa has unfortunately not been part of African urban debates. A trans-
disciplinary curriculum will harness the socio-spiritual capital of faith and ecclesial 
configurations through a partnership that unveils their prophetic agency in advanc-
ing Enugu as the flourishing coal city.
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8.	 Proposals for re-imagining the curriculum of SIST
1.	 Encountering the complexity of Enugu: In Social analysis – Linking faith 

and Faith and Justice, Joseph Holland and Peter Henriot proposed a meth-
odology that could assist in encountering the complexities of Enugu and other 
African cities. The Pastoral cycle of insertion, analysis, reflection and action 
provides a pragmatic tool for a theological methodology that exposes students 
to the diversity, richness and messiness of Enugu. It encourages urban immer-
sion, helping students to discern the various aspects of God’s incarnation in 
the city. The Pastoral cycle contextualises Paulo Freire’s “problem posing edu-
cation” (Freire, 1970:57), where students will pose pertinent questions from 
their immersive experience about spatial injustice and urban vulnerabilities 
in the coal city. SIST could deepen her course on Social Ethics, to include an 
encounter with the coal city, by incorporating Catholic Social Teaching and ur-
ban spatial planning using the pastoral cycle. Students could experience urban 
immersion through field trips and collaborate with students of urban planning 
from UNEC on creating alternative housing imaginaries for the coal city. 

2.	 Theology from Below: A trans-disciplinary theological curriculum will take 
on board the experience of the seminarians and students at SIST. Its presump-
tion is that the experience of the students provides the space for them to raise 
fundamental theological questions about city governance, spatial justice and 
social infrastructure in the city. These questions will enable them to interact 
with those affected by these issues, inducing a theological reflection and action 
from below. Theologian, Steve de Gruchy argues that one of the tasks of a theo-
logical curriculum is to balance the experience of students (some of whom are 
from informal settlements and slums) with expert theological knowledge (De 
Gruchy, 2003:451-466). He argues for a theological education and formation 
that promotes dialogue (Freire, 1970:63) between the lived experience of its 
students, and the assumptions of theology. 

3.	 Consultation on Urban Ministry: SIST hosts the Brottier center for Research 
and Documentation founded by the pioneer Director of the Institute, Fr. Elo-
chukwu E. Uzukwu. A research centre that aims to advance research on a 
variety of issues that affects not only the Christian community but also the wider 
society. Through this centre, SIST hosts a biennial symposium on contextual is-
sues affecting Nigeria and Africa and publishes the African Journal of Contex-
tual Theology, while serving as the “birthplace and secretariat of the Bulletin 
of Ecumenical Theology” (SIST, 2018). A consultation on urban ministry is an 
opportunity to operationalise the Brottier centre. The centre could help to map 
theological institutes and churches in Enugu by exploring their incarnational 
and theological footprints in the coal city. How do they envision Enugu mov-
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ing towards 2050? The proposed consultation on urban ministry should bring 
together, city planners, ECTDA, government officials, faith-based organisations, 
theological institutes and civil society actors in Enugu in a theological palaver, 
to discuss, discern and advance imaginaries for a flourishing coal city. 

9.	 Conclusion
In this article, I set out on an imaginative tour of envisioning Enugu as classroom 
for theological education and formation in SIST. This was neither an attempt to dis-
credit the past nor the present theological curriculum of SIST, but an invitation “to 
affirm what has been effective and to discard what is outdated or has been proved 
irrelevant” (Njoroge, 2001:83-104). Most importantly, it is an invitation to be more 
intentional and deliberate about how SIST does its theological work within the coal 
city as its socio-theological context. SIST’s location in the coal city is not by acci-
dent, for the geography of the place is important – incarnationally and otherwise. 
Above all, it raises the question about how theology and geography learn from and 
shape each other within Africa’s urbanising centres.

I am glad that this article and my participation in the Urban Africa research pro-
ject is engendering a conversation between SIST and a member of the department 
of urban and regional planning at UNEC Enugu. Their conversation will hopefully 
broaden the vision of positioning Enugu, the coal city as a theological classroom 
for SIST.
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