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THE INGREDIENTS OF EFFECTIVE MENTORING:
THE LOG COLLEGE AS A MODEL FOR MENTORSHIP

f the effectiveness of a mentor is proportionate to his or her worldly

success or acclaim, then the educational ministry of William Tennent,

Sr., would have been a failure. The more one examines Tennent’s life,

the more ordinary it seems. For example, his inability to handle

finances wisely bound him and his family to lifelong poverty. Also,
there was no evidence that his pastoral ministry was anything but mediocre
at best. He served for nine years in the Presbyterian Church and then 14
more years in the Anglican Church without even acquiring a parish.

In 1718 Tennent emigrated from Ireland to the Middle Colonies
(Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, and Delaware) and served two small
congregations in New York before becoming the pastor of the Neshaminy
Presbyterian Church in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, in 1726. During his
20 years at Neshaminy, various members of the congregation attempted to
have him discharged from the ministry on four different occasions.
Tennent’s pastoral ministry appears to have been rather unexceptional. In
addition, a tlhorough examination of his sermons has suggested that they
are average. Finally, one is forced to conclude that Tennent’s only dis-
tinctively meritorious work was his educational ministry—the Log College.

William Tennent, Sr. (1673-1746), founded the first private seminary in
the American Colonies. While only 20 young men studied under Tennent,
they had a major impact on American religion, particularly
Presbyterlamsm Many of the Log College alumni worked with and sup-
ported George Whitefield and became leaders in the Great Awakening.
The Log College is also credited with the establishing of many other log
colleges and academies. Several of Tennent's students built their own log
cabin academies, which in turn propagated other log cabin academies. * All
told, the Log College spawned no fewer than 63 msutuuons of higher edu-
cation which had the original intent of training ministers.. For instance,
the Log College alumni were influential in establishing Princeton,
Hampton-Sidney, and Hanover.
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Because of the massive influence of the Log College, many scholars
have lauded Tennent as a teacher. The American historian William
Warren Sweet wrote, “If a teacher is to be judged by his students, Williarrg
Tennent, Sr., must be ranked among the greatest of America’s teachers.”
The Presbyterian historian Leonard J. Trinterud has suggested that “as a
scholar and teacher, William Tennent Sr., was unique and without an
equal in the synod [of Philadelphia].” ® However, Tennent was not intend-
ing to become a pioneer educator. Rather, he sought to work within the
established educational system. Although William Tennent, Sr., attempted
to pattern his educational ministry after the conventional models of his
time, the Log College emerged with a distinctive ideology and methodol-
ogy which spawned a lasting legacy.

The Conventional Way of Education

In 1725, after 23 years of attempting to be called as a pastor, and
then seven years trying to find a pastorate that could feed his family,
William Tennent, Sr., turned his attention toward an educational ministry.
He pursued a teaching posmon which had opened up in 1723 at the
College at New Haven (Yale). Tennent’s background and “credentials for
the job were certainly respectable, although his Anglican ordination in
1704 might have offset his otherwise Reformed profile as the holder of an
Edinburgh degree and a member of the Synod of Philadelphia.”
Tennent’s hopes for this prestigious position, however, never came to
fruition. His passions and abilities for educating young ministers were frus-
trated.

At that time Yale would have typified conservative, conventional, min-
isterial education in the colonies. The charter which was drawn up in 1701
summarized the school’s purpose:

The rector of the college must take prayers twice daily, teach “practical
theology” on the Sabbath, stand by the doctrine of the Westminster
Confession, “and in all other ways according to his best discretion,
shall at all times studiously endeavor in the education of the students,
to promote the power and purlty of religion, and the best edification
of these New-England churches.”

It is also pertinent to notice that the basic curriculum of the college was
languages (Latin, Greek, and Hebrew) in the first year; logic in the second;
natural science in the third; and anthrnetlc, geometry, astronomy, and a
review of the whole course in the fourth.” The basic curriculum, methods,
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and student life at Yale college were similar to those at Edinburgh
University, from which Tennent had graduated in 1695.’

Tennent’s desires were not to start a new form of education. Rather,
he was in agreement with the purpose and standards of this college and
sought to serve as its teacher. The distinctive aspects in the Log College’s
education were by necessity, not by innovation.

The Log College Way of Education

In 1726, when Tennent became the pastor of the Neshaminy
Presbyterian Church, he began in earnest to educate his three younger
sons and other young men who did not have sufficient funds to go to one
of the New England schools, yet desired to be trained for the mlmstry
Many of the students may not have had the opportunity to become minis-
ters if it were not for the Log College 14Among the careers for which these
young men were tra.med were teacher, weaver, merchant blacksmlth
peddler ® and saddler.” For several years Tennent trained these students
in his home and later in a log cabin which he built near his house.

Tennent may have received the idea for this type of education from his
background in Scottish and Ulster Presbyterianism. Both William and
Catherine Tennent would have been aware of this type of school, since
there were numerous local academies in Ulster.” Also, in 1695 (while
Tennent was living in Scotland) the Scottish Parliament prescribed “that
there be a school founded and a schoolmaster appointed in every
Parish.”” In addition, John Knox’s First Book of Discipline, which Tennent’s
great-great-grandfather, John Spottiswood, assisted writing, stated, “Everie
severall churche have a schoolmaister’ and that each father in a congre-
gation be compelled, no matter what h1s estait or condition,” to bring up
his childeren in ‘learnyng and virtue. *** These Parish schools were later
used by other ministers in the Middle Colonies. For instance, onathan
Dickinson and Aaron Burr each trained young men in d1v1mty When
one wanted an education, “it was common not only for future ministers,
but also for boys 1nterested in the other learned professions, to turn to the
minister for help.” However, Tennent’s private mlnlstenal academy was
the earliest documented in the American colonies.”

It was not unique that Tennent decided to train young men for the
ministry. “Many later Presbyterian academies, it is true, did spring from
the Log College or reactions to it, but it should perhaps be stressed that in
setting up his academy Tennent himself was merely acting within a well-
established tradition.” Tennent’s distinct educational contribution was
the ideology and methodology of his mentoring.
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Ideology of the Log College

Tennent, the lone teacher at the Log College, earnestly desired to edu-
cate men for the ministry. The intended design of the I,;Og College’s
instruction was to prepare faithful ministers of the Gospel. Therefore,
Tennent attempted to maintain a balanced emphasis between ° plety and
learning”—complementary components of ministerial training.” For
Tennent, a theological education without a godly life was useless.

While Tennent’s fundamental thrust in educating ministers was to
train them in divinity and piety, he also taught his students a well-rounded
curriculum. He pled, “Have low thoughts of your knowledge . . . labour
each day to know more.” Tennent laid a heavy emphasis on the classic
languages of Latin, Greek and Hebrew, which can be seen in the min-
istries of his students.” One of the Log College’s enemies, the
Presbyterian minister George Gillespie, noted that Tennent’s curriculum
included “the Languages, the Logicks, with other Parts of Philosophy and
D1v1mty

Those ministers who opposed the revival under Whitefield and the
Log College men harshly criticized the inadequacy of the training at the
Log College. They stated:

Mr. Willm. Tennent set up a School among us where some were edu-
cated and afterwards admitted to the Ministry without sufficient
Qualifications as was judged by many of the synod. And what made
the Matter look worse those that were educated in this private way
decried thsgz Usefulness of some Parts of Learning that we thought very
necessary.

There was probably some justification for this comment, since Tennent
was specifically educating his students for ministry and may have de-
emphasized an area which did not appear pertinent. Francis Alison, one
of Tennent’s adversaries in the synod, said, “We know of no other Reason,
why Mr. T. [Gilbert Tennent] should pronounce such as Physicks, Ethics,
Metaphysicks, and Pneumatics, &c. [important to ELneer] Critics, but because
his Father cannot or doth not teach them.” However, Alison and
Tennent’s other critics were overstating their case. Many of Tennent’s stu-
dents were well known for their broad academic accomplishments. The
educational background of Samuel Blair, one of the early graduates, was
described:

He had a very considerable Store of critical Learning; and was espe-
cially conversant in studying the Scriptures in their Original
Languages. How great his Attainments in Philosophy were. . . . He
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studied several Branches of the Mathematicks, and especially
Geometry and Astronomy . . . but his critical and Philosophical
Learning and his large Acquaintance with Geography and History,
were all exceeded by his knowledge in divinity.ss

Thomas Prince commented on Gilbert Tennent, “In private converse with
him, I found him to be a man of considerable parts and learning; free, gen-
tle and condescending; and, from his own various experience, reading thse6
most eminent writers on experiential divinity, as well as the Scriptures.”
One of Samuel Finley’s (later the President of Princeton) students, Dr.
Woodhull, said of him, “His learning was very extensive: every branch of
study taught in the College appeared to be familiar to him. Alsl;xong other
things he taught Latin, Greek, and Hebrew in the senior year.” The men
who had studied under Tennent evidenced that he had given them a well-
rounded education.

In addition to academic training Tennent stressed that godly character
was at the heart of the ministry. He preached, “Keep thyself pure . . . con-
cerning ordination of ministers and their deportment before and after
ordination.”” He was convinced that a leader’s actions came to fruition in
the lives of his followers. “The leaders of this people cause them to err
[and] so partake of their sina.% ... by influence of bad examples, so men are
guilty of other men’s sins.” Conversely, Tennent believed that “by per-
mitting the sins of others, we become guilty of other men’s sigs whom we
may be able by authority to hinder, being in a place of power.” The right-
eousness of a leader was critical since theX “have the care of souls, [and]
therefore, should take care of their own.”

Tennent held that God’s Word was the basis of holy living. He stated,
“We [must] kee;zgclose to the written Word of God, [there] keep thy heart
in all diligence.” He also urged, “We must be entirely devoted to . ... heart
melting rgeditations upon the words and works of God, morning and
evening.”

Tennent taught that religion was not just words, doctrines, or outer
actions. In one place he gave a clear description of true godliness and con-
trasted it to empty rituals:

By a spiritual frame of the heart, I mean a Godlike temper which is
pleased with anything that makes for the glory of God. As fire converts
all things into its own substance, spiritualized objects make a spiritual
use of them, and are truly enamored with the [deeper] precepts of the
gospel, and look upon them as perfecters of our nature. . .. Hence, it
is that men who are strangers to this frame, their religion is turned into
mere formality and hypocrisy, and, however it may look in their own
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eyes, in the sight of God it has nothing but paint and vain glitter but
gives no heat—blazes but does not touch the heart. . . . At last [it] pro-
duces such self deceptions that when they come to appear before the
bar of God's justice, they will not only wonder at the cheat they have put
upon themselves, but tear their hair and smite their breasts, and be
ready to kill themselves to think how they have murdered their own
souls witthindness, and by fair words and speeches enticed themselves
into ruin.

Tennent also taught his students the skills of being a pastor. Log
College students had ingrained into their thinking that the “Character of a
Gospel Laborer, implies, that such have a Knowledge of the Work, and the
Skill to manage it right.” ® A minister must have intimate contact with hlS
congregation “by visiting the respective Families under our Care.”
Tennent’s students knew that the ministry required hard labor.”

Methodology of the Log College
In contrast to the other parish academies in the colonies Tennent did not
teach only young men in his study. Rather, students came and lived with
the Tennent family during their schooling. In a real sense Tennent’s stu-
dents became surrogate sons during their years at the Log College. The
intimate contact which Tennent maintained with his students was a distinc-
tive aspect of the Log College education. This time of close relation was
one reason that the Log College students continued to work together
throughout their ministries. By 1735 the number of students Tennent was
mentoring had increased, which made it necessary to build a log cabin to
facilitate his educational rnmlstry

The log cabin which served as a school was described by Whitefield:
“Set out for Neshaminy . . . where old Mr. Tennent lives, and keeps an acad-
emy. . . . The place wherein the young men study now is, in contempt,
called the College. 1t is a log-house, about twenty feet long, and nearly as
many broad and, to me it seemed to resemble the school of the old
prophets.” Whitefield’s traveling companion, William Seward, wrote in
his journal:

Had sweet converse with old Mr. Tennent and his Spouse, and with
their young Disciples of Jesus Christ. O what a Slur did this cast on all
Human learning! when a little Logg House has produced more Godly
Ministers within these Ten Years, than both the Universities of Oxon
and Cambridge, excepting those of our Brother Whitefield and
Wesley’s Society. Mr. Whitefield and I gave each of us somethmg
towards the Support of this Seminary, which may justly be called a
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School of the Prophets. I doubt not, if our polite Students were to
come see them, they would look on them as a Parcel of poor Idiots.”

The condition of the cabin was revealed by the use which the successive
owner found for the crude structure. The farmer who bought the Tennent
plantation used the edifice for his plgsty

Another distinctive aspect of the Log College methodology was the
farming responsibilities which almost certainly fell to some degree to the
students. In order to prov1de for the needs of his family, Tennent became
involved in farrnmg It was common for ministers to work a farm on the
Pennsylvania frontier:

As the first settlers were generally in low circumstances & were obliged
by the Force of hard industry to make new Settlements on our fron-
tiers, they were unable to do much for the support of a Gospel
Ministry. And many worthy protestant Ministers . . . have had great &
uncommon Difficulties to struggle with. . . . [The people] were highly
pleased with prevailing principals that Gospel Ministers should work
for their Livings, and Preach for Chanty

Since he was 62 years of age in 1735, the students probably assisted with the
duties of running a farm. Hence, the lifestyle of the Log College students
differed considerably from that of a conventional student.

Analysis And Implications of the Log College Way of Education
It seems that the style of the Log College’s education was the basis of its
effectiveness. Tennent’s distinctive contribution was perhaps what is cur-
rently being called “mentoring.” Mentorship can be defined as “the
process by which a newcomer to the profession is trained by an insider to
understand the knowledge, possess 5the skills, and follow the practices
needed to excel in their profession.”  Mentorship can be viewed in con-
junction with apprenticeship; the former emphasizing the perspective of
the instructor and the latter that of the student.” Hence mentoring gen-
erally refers to the dynamics and operations of the mentor-apprentice rela-
tionship. * As Earl Palmer reflected on the significance of mentoring, “It’s
a one-on-one teaching relationship that can make the most difference.”
In a study of adult males, Daniel Levinson, Yale professor of psychology,
suggested that “a mentor relationship is the most important relationship in
young adulthood. ”

A century ago the neglect of mentoring within biblical and theological
education was already becoming evident. James Stalker wrote, “The chief
defect perhaps of theological training, as it is practiced at present, is the
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lack of this close intercourse between teacher and the taught.”59 Today, the
vital role which mentoring pe(l)ays within one’s vocational development is
becoming widely recognized.” In the past few years there has been a mul-
tiplication of publications on mentoring in business, education, and eccle-
siastical settings.

While these discussions have become popular lately, mentoring is not
a new idea. Until recent times the practice of apprenticeships was a pri-
mary means of vocational trammg It is only the current neglect of men-
toring in ministerial education that has raised the topic to a place of
prominent discussion. In an attempt to illustrate the significance of the
absence of mentoring in education, Robert C. Singleton described the dis-
parity between the developmental relationships used within academic
institutions and those utilized in the practical reality of ministry. He wrote,
“Unfortunately, the roles typically formed in seminaries are not those
which are the most practiced, or the most preferred, or the most productivein the
parish. o

One reason for the lack of practice of mentoring in Christian higher
educann is that the rigors of an academic ministry may seem to be pro-
hibitive.” Teaching, administration, publishing, etc., are demanding and
may cause mentoring to be viewed as a diversion from these essentials.
The perception of this problem of neglect has led some biblical and theo-
logical institutions to begin formal mentoring programs. For example,
some seminaries have required student participation in small groups
intended to provide an interpersonal context for the developing of men-
toring relationships.64 However, on a non-institutionalized level the prac-
tice of mentoring is widely overlooked.

While it seems that many are talking about mentoring relationships,
few are engaging in them. The lack of a well-developed model for men-
toring applied to the context of Christian higher education may account
to some degree for its scarc1ty Perhaps the Log College way of education
can serve as a pattern for mentoring.

Ideology of Effective Mentoring

Biblical and theological schools are often labeled as either academic or
vibrant. Notice how after graduating from Wheaton, James Tompkins
recalled the seminaries which he and Edward J. Carnell were considering
for graduate studies:

The warmth and enthusiasm of Wheaton was so noticeably absent at
Westminster [Theological Seminary] that we really felt isolated. What
we seemed to be searching for was the theological rigor of Calvinism
joined to the spiritual exaltation of Fundamentalism. Eastern [Baptist
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Seminary] was theologically superficial; Westmmster was spiritually
dead. With such a choice, we settled for the corpse

The balanced ideology of Tennent’s academic ministry was an integral
ingredient in the effectiveness of his educational experiment. The dual
empbhasis of piety and learning cannot be underestimated. Practical piety
was able to transform academic achievement into a skillful walk with God
and man. A de-empbhasis of either the theological education or the godly
lifestyle would have deteriorated the balance and lessened the impact in
the lives and ministries of the Log College students.

Modern Christian educators have echoed the importance of main-
taining the balance between 1nte11ect and experience” or the “head and
heart” in ministerial tralmng For instance, Kenneth O. Gangel has stat-
ed that “learning unrelated to life is as dead as faith without works.” * The
struggle to maintain the integration of faith and learning is sou%ght by edu-
cators in many institutions of Christian higher education today.

Methodology of Effective Mentoring

The methodology of the Log College’s educational ministry was another
ingredient which contributed to the profound impact on each student.
Studying with Tennent required much more than a standard student-
teacher relationship. These young men found themselves completely
inculcated into the Tennent family—studying, working, eating, and wor-
shipping. The Log College family of students evidenced an intimate kin-
ship toward one another for the rest of their lives. Joseph Lowman’s
award-winning teaching model agrees that the interpersonal rapport
between the teacher and the student is pivotal to masterful teachmg

Developing a family relationship with the Log College students
required a significant investment of time, energy, and commitment. The
one-on-one mentoring relationship places considerable demands on the
teacher and can begin only with a teacher who is available. Kenneth E.
Eble wrote: “If one enters into a mentoring relationship . . . the first
demand it makes is probably on one’s time. The teacher who rushes out
quickly after class, [or] who is seldom available to students . . . is not likely
to become a mentor.”

Although unintended, Tennent’s educational ministry appears to have
followed some of the methods which Jesus utilized. One parallel aspect
was perhaps the kinship which was formed through the investment of time
together. Creating an atmosphere for meaningful, personal interaction
between professor and student is a part of implementing mentoring in the
context of conventional Christian higher education. For instance, sharing
a meal or inviting students for an informal visit with the professor in his or
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her home may be a starting place for cultivating a2 mentoring relationship.
After noting that the modern professor of divinity is engaged in a work
which most closely resembles Jesus’ teaching ministry, Stalker observed,
“To the Twelve the most valuable part of72their connection with Christ was
simply the privilege of being with him.” Robert E. Coleman suggested
that the pattern of Jesus’ training was to spend his most significant time
with a few without neglecting the multitudes. He wrote:

Jesus proportioned his life to those he wanted to train. It also graphi-
cally illustrates a fundamental principle of teaching: that other things
being equal, the more concentrated the size of the group being taught,
the greater the opportunity for effective instruction. . . . Jesus devoted
most of his remaining life on earth7 to those few disciples. He literally
staked his whole ministry on them.

In addition to the high cost of mentoring in terms of time and energy,
the teacher may perceive little return from his or her investment. For
example, at the time of Tennent’s death the revival was over and his stu-
dents had yet to begin one chartered institution. Perhaps this accentuates
the perception that a mentoring relationship cannot necessarily be mea-
sured or evaluated in a semester, but in a lifetime.

The Secret Ingredient of Effective Mentoring
Tennent did not intend to become an educational innovator. On the con-
trary, he wished to teach within a conventional institution. Further, he and
his son Gilbert hoped that the LogﬂCoIlege would blossom into a school
akin to the other colonial colleges.  The very failure of these ambitions
forced Tennent into the Log College way of education. The fertile legacy
of William Tennent’s adventure in education is paradoxical: his perceived
failures became the foundation of the Log College’s accomplishments.
There is no good way to explain the success of the school of logs outside
of the unseen ingredient of divine providence. Often unnoticed by mor-
tal minds, God orchestrates a symphony of seemingly unrelated circum-
stances into a concert of consecrated success.

Perhaps Gilbert Tennent most appropriately summarized the legacy of
his father’s ministry of education. He wrote:

Whatever contempt these Men . . . are pleas’d to cast upon the School
under my honored Fathers Tuition; yet Multitudes of Pious People in
this Land can witness, that divers who have come out of it, have been
eminently successful in propagating the truly noble Interests of vital
Christianity; as the Design of its Instruction, was to introduce more
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faithful Ministers into the Church, that thereby experimental and
practical Religion, might, together with human learning, be promot-
ed, so it has pleas’d a gracious God, (adored be is Name) to crown with
auspicious Smiles, the %umble Essays, that have been made to serve his
Glory and his Church.

No simple formula can provide the answer for the legacy of the Log
College. It was not something that was made through human effort or
ingenuity. William Tennent, Sr., attempted to develop a conventional edu-
cational ministry, but God smiled.
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