
 

 

 

 

to: Ministry Partners  

from:  Larry A. Smith 

date: March 23, 2020 

subject: CORONA-COVID-19: IMPACT & CONCERNS  
 
 

Dear friends & colleagues, 
 

The COVID-19 crisis has thrown a wrench into many of our plans, as it must also be affecting 
your lives, programs, and activities. This message shares what we are experiencing, how we are 
adapting, a few particular challenges, and one possible opportunity. As always, we value your 
comments and suggestions. Thank you for being our partners in ministry. 
  

Our Staff: No ScholarLeaders staff member is (yet) infected. Moreover, we are geographically 
decentralized – Cairo, Cape Town, Cortona, Chicago – working mostly from home offices, 
accustomed to connection through email and videoconference. Because of recent travel, several 
of us are self-quarantined, but other than washing our hands more frequently, we do not see 
much change in office operations.  

Client Schools: Unfortunately, many of our client-schools – like our personal neighbors – are 
more directly impacted. Most schools in the Majority World are not as prepared as American 
schools to employ technology. Health care systems are typically weaker than those in the West, 
so people feel justifiable concern as they watch patients overwhelm the Western and Chinese 
health care systems. Those who live paycheck-to-paycheck directly feel the economic 
consequences from shutting down service and production facilities. Shutdowns will affect 
students’ ability to pay fees and local fundraising. Some schools rely on Western funding for a 
large share of their income and are deeply concerned that the stock market meltdown will harm 
their ability to raise funds. Of course, we wish to help our clients and colleagues navigate these 
waters. 

Vital SustainAbility Initiative (VSI): This program – in which we work closely with leading 
schools of theology to help them clarify their unique missions and plan for a sustainable future – 
is most directly impacted. Face-to-face meetings with school leadership teams are a big part of 
VSI and are obviously limited by virus-related precautions. The week before last, Emmanuel, 
Linzay, and I were in Abuja and Lagos to share VSI with eight Nigerian schools of theology. The 
meetings – sponsored by Emiola Nihinlola in his capacity as Chair of the Association for Christian 
Theological Education in Africa (ACTEA) – went very well. A few of the schools would like to get 
started yesterday. Ultimately, we hope to work simultaneously with Nigerian schools that 
represent the bulk of advanced evangelical theological education for the nation. Unfortunately, 
however, due to the COVID-19 situation, the Nigerian gatherings will be the last onsite meetings 
we hold for a while. 
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Emmanuel and Linzay had planned to fly from Lagos to Bangalore to continue VSI work with four 
Indian schools, but India suspended visas. (Emmanuel and Linzay returned home to Orlando and 
Cape Town, as I returned to Cortona.) This month, Evan and Marcos planned to continue work 
with three Brazilian schools and to initiate work in Argentina, but their governments have 
banned inbound travelers. More borders seem to close each day.  

Immediate VSI Plans: With that as background, we must remain flexible. Here are highlights of 
our revised plans: 

o We have cancelled onsite work through mid-May. This includes trips to India, Brazil, 
Argentina, and Nigeria, and some travel in America.   

o In early April, we will reconsider plans for the rest of May and June. These include onsite 
work in Nigeria, Russia, Ukraine, Israel-Palestine, and Egypt. It also includes the annual, 
all-team VSI meeting planned for Chicago in June, which brings together our worldwide 
VSI staff (Brazil, Egypt, South Africa, USA) and one colleague each from the regional 
associations for India, Eastern Europe, and Africa. 

o VSI has many facets other than site visits, and that work continues. We are concluding 
systems recommendations for schools and will circulate the report and encourage 
implementation. With colleagues at Theological Book Network, we are helping develop 
an online Portuguese-language library for Brazil. VSI team members already routinely 
counsel with school presidents by videoconference, and that continues. In general, 
where possible, we will keep things moving by videoconference and correspondence. 

o Sharing results through publication is a significant part of VSI. This winter, team 
members identified topics for reflection and writing. We continue this work by sharing 
drafts and videoconferencing.  

o Finally, we have been considering how to enhance the program as VSI 3.0 for 2021 and 
following. We see opportunities related to governance, local fundraising, technology-
enabled learning, executive leadership coaching, regional networking and collaboration, 
and learning consultations. In these days of quarantine, we hope to make headway in 
defining the next VSI iteration.  

Possible Opportunity – Technology-Enabled Learning: As in the West, schools are scrambling to 
implement remote learning. A few have programs and can build on their experience, but many 
will develop systems from scratch. Faculty and executive leaders are creative and will find a way, 
but a lot of it will just be lectures to Zoom screens. 

For some time, we have considered investing in the area of technology-enabled learning. We are 
not interested in technology per se; experts in that field abound. Rather, our interests relate to 
practical and formative topics.  

o Practical: How can we reach more students at lower cost? How can we serve remote 
students? Remote students who are engaged in full-time ministry? Students, typically 
younger, who prefer technology-enabled learning? In restricted environments, can 
technology enable schools to draw on outside experts? Might we employ online 
materials from other contexts to enhance student formation?  

o Formative: We view student formation as four-fold: intellectual, spiritual, geared toward 
personal and psychological maturity, and contextually rooted within global Christianity. 
As use of technology leads to deconstruction of education, how can formation be 
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enhanced? In which learning areas must the professor be central? How might the 
student’s community be involved? How can Majority World distinctives be honored, 
including the nature of student preparation for theological education, use of small-
screen cellular technology and bite-sized learning, and community? 

We have long been convinced that headway regarding formative pedagogy in technology-
enabled environments is essential for schools to build the Church and to thrive. But the need 
has not, until now, seemed urgent. The immediate move online due to the COVID-19 threat will 
focus attention on these issues across the entire system.  

Other ScholarLeaders Programs: These involve less onsite work by our staff than VSI, but you 
might imagine some of the challenges. Doctoral students in academic formation are confined to 
their homes, often without library access. Those who live and work at home but travel for 
intense study periods have difficulty arranging trips; a few are stranded, unable to get home. 
Some local support may dry up. We are in touch with these students, listening carefully for 
needs. A few leaders with whom we work are already ill, and all are concerned. All face-to-face 
consultations are on hold. 

Health of ScholarLeaders International: Perhaps we are too optimistic, but we are not very 
concerned about funding ScholarLeaders and VSI in the immediate-term. We are challenged but 
not in crisis. Due to economic uncertainty, however, we have concern for 2021-22. For many 
reasons, we pray and hope for health and economic recovery by that time. In this, we are similar 
to our client-schools, and it is good that we stand together. 

Our team is stable and remains focused on programs to support our clients as they deal with 
challenges that include, but are certainly not limited to, COVID-19. We hold dear your continued 
support, counsel, and intercession.  

If you wish to read a special prayer-focused message, please do so here: 
https://mailchi.mp/3c5e1307d015/coronavirus-impact-2020. If you are not already part of our 
prayer community, please join: https://www.scholarleaders.org/category/prayer-community/.  

 

With warmth and appreciation, 
 

 
 

Larry A. Smith 
President, ScholarLeaders International 

https://mailchi.mp/3c5e1307d015/coronavirus-impact-2020
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