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Abstract 

 

This essay was first presented at the Academy of Homiletics meeting in Louisville, 

Kentucky during the annual meeting in December of 2013. The theme for the paper 

presentations that year was “Preaching As Difficult Conversation.” Understandably 

opposition to teaching performance classes online is strong. I do not minimize these 

limitations. What I attempt to accomplish in this essay is to use a case study methodology 

to describe and assess my experience with and practice of teaching a performance course 

online. First, I begin with observation. I describe the phenomenon of the online 

environment and context. Second, I assess what I understand to be its strengths and 

weaknesses based upon my role as a participant observer and on the critique of other 

written resources. Third, I offer brief suggestions for strengthening my own online class 

as well as ideas others might consider as they reflect on the online format. This structure 

provides an organized way of studying my online experience. I am not prescribing but 

describing and engaging in self-assessment. 

 

Engaging the Difficult Conversation of Online Education 

 

Steve Delamarter (2005b) interviewed faculty from forty-five different theological 

seminaries across North America identifying twenty-six concerns they expressed about 

online education under three different categories. The reservations expressed ranged all 

the way from practical concerns related to the cost of technology, to theological concerns 

like the inability to engage in mentoring online, to pedagogical concerns such as certain 

disciplines not lending themselves to an online learning environment. Delamater found 

intense disagreement over whether or not preaching classes can be or even should be 

taught online. He shares the following tension that marks this conversation: “One dean 

told me of the ‘fantastic’ preaching course they were offering online; another dean said, 

‘ . . . you would never, never, never, ever get preaching online’” (Delamarter, 2005, p. 

136). Clearly entering into the world of online education, particularly as it relates to the 

discipline of homiletics, raises passionate feelings and creates difficult conversations. It is 

the pedagogical elephant in the room. Critics of online performance classes raise valid 

concerns given one of the primary purposes of a homiletics class is to strengthen the 

preaching skills of students through in-class performance and through receiving 

immediate and constructive feedback on their sermons. These critics argue that this 

important dimension is eliminated or at least greatly minimized in an online venue. In 

this essay I argue that online performance classes while not able to replicate the face-to-

mailto:dbland@harding.edu


 
 

face value of the classroom experience do offer a legitimate alternative for distance 

students. I do this by describing and assessing my experience with teaching preaching 

online. I do not offer what I do as an exemplary model of online education but as a 

preliminary and modest starting point for engaging in the difficult conversation of 

participating in such a pedagogical enterprise.  

 

I organize the description and assessment of my online class around the framework and 

methodology of a case study (see Carroll, 1986). Richard Davies describes case studies as 

"descriptions of phenomena, such as groups, events, classes, and institutions" (1984, p. 

27). The method of case study is often used to describe the unfamiliar or the unusual. 

Usually one thinks of such a methodology as studying people. I use it, however, as a 

means of studying an inanimate entity, that is, online technology, and how students 

interact with it.  

 

I adapt Nancy Vyhmeister’s (2001, pp. 145-149) four-fold process of a case study 

(observe, analyze, interpret, and act) to a three-fold process of observe, analyze/interpret, 

and act to organize this essay. First, I begin with observation. I describe the phenomenon 

of the online environment and context. Second, I assess (analyze and interpret) what I 

understand to be its strengths and weaknesses based upon my role as a participant 

observer and on the critique of other written resources. Third, Vyhmeister uses the word 

“act” to refer to future plans, strategies, and goals established in order to improve the 

experience. Since there is no set way to develop and structure an online course, I provide 

only general strategies for proceeding forward for those who want to take the 

conversation further. I offer brief suggestions for strengthening my own online class as 

well as ideas others might consider as they reflect on the online format. This structure 

provides an organized way of studying the online experience. Hopefully this will serve to 

begin the difficult conversation.  

 

Observation: Description of Context and Class 

 

Harding School of Theology is a seminary associated with Churches of Christ located in 

Memphis, Tennessee. Our parent institution is Harding University located in Searcy, AR, 

which has a student population of about 6,000 (McLarty, 2015). In the Master of Divinity 

program one preaching class is required of all students. The Sermon Development and 

Delivery class is the one I chose to put online initially as a hybrid. The hybrid format 

required students to come to campus at least one time during the semester. During the fall 

of 2015, I offered the preaching class fully online.  

 

My experience and exposure to online teaching has evolved over the past thirteen years. 

Beginning in 2000 I used WebCT as a Learning Management System (LMS) in a 

rudimentary way, using a listserv to send out lectures in text form and students 

responding via the listserv. Preaching opportunities in class were limited to one sermon 

presentation per student when they came to campus for a single weekend. My initial 

experience and effort was below satisfactory. As a result, I did not offer the preaching 

class in a hybrid format again until the fall of 2012. I have, however, taught a non-

performance class, Congregational Ministry, fully online for the past nine years. That 



 
 

class has almost been exclusively text based. I wrote out my lectures in narrative form 

and then uploaded them to the management system. Richard Ascough (2002), associate 

professor of New Testament at Queen’s Theological College in Ontario, says this kind of 

instruction is nothing more than an outdated and expensive correspondence course. 

 

The LMS Harding University uses have changed over the years: from WebCT to 

Blackboard, to Moodle, and then starting in the fall of 2013, to Canvas. Each LMS has 

required significant time to learn and to operate. Harding University has changed systems 

based on the efficiency of the system as well as its cost.  

 

The fall of 2013 was the second time I taught Sermon Development and Delivery as a 

hybrid class. The University limits the size of these classes to fifteen students. During the 

fall of 2012 there were fifteen students, but only six took it for credit. The rest were 

auditors. During the fall of 2013 fifteen students took the class for credit. During the fall 

of 2014 I offered the class once again as a hybrid. However, in the fall of 2015 I offered 

it as a fully online class (no on campus meeting required). The course objectives of 

Sermon Development and Delivery include introducing students to current theories of 

homiletics, giving them opportunities to preach and receive constructive feedback, 

developing an approach to preaching that is holistic and not simply technique oriented, 

and understanding preaching as a spiritual discipline. During the first two times the class 

was offered as a hybrid (Fall, 2012 and 2013), students within three hours of campus 

were required to come to chapel on campus to preach. Those more distant students were 

required to submit two DVD video sermons they preached in their congregations. Finally 

one weekend was required for all students to come to campus and preach one sermon 

before class members and the professor.  

 

The weekly layout of the online class begins with a section entitled “Meditation Moment” 

which includes a brief three to ten minute video followed by a discussion forum designed 

to engage students in a time of reflection on their own spiritual development. One of the 

purposes of this component is to bring into the task of preaching the importance of one’s 

own spiritual growth. Preaching is more than just learning theories and techniques. 

Preaching is a spiritual discipline. Therefore spiritual formation must be a part of the 

preaching discipline. Raewynne Whiteley (2008) is one among several who has 

championed this neglected area of preaching. The Meditation Moment section is one 

attempt to integrate personal spiritual formation into the curriculum. Another way is to 

ask students not only to critique the sermons they listen to throughout the course of the 

semester but also identify how these sermons can influence their spiritual lives.  

 

The next major section in the weekly structure I call the “Preaching Focus.” This unit 

introduces and develops the particular topic to investigate for the week. Intermixed with 

this unit are discussion forums where students respond to the audio or video lectures I 

have recorded on Camtasia, a screen cast software, along with audio and video sermons 

to interact with and critique. A final section is the “Reading” component. Each week 

students read relevant articles and interact with each other about those readings. I provide 

issues or questions that arise out of the articles for students to discuss and interact with. 

Students are graded on these discussions, as well as on discussion forums located 



 
 

throughout the week’s activities. This is the major framework for each week.  

 

Assets of an Online Preaching Class 

 

As I reflect on the benefits that have come with this class, one of the obvious is that 

offering the class online enables it to have a wider accessibility to individuals across the 

country. Students have enrolled from coast to coast, from Washington State to Boston 

and from Michigan to Louisiana. Students living overseas have also participated. In 

difficult economic times many students and preachers cannot disrupt their ministries or 

their careers or uproot their families and move to campus. The online class brings 

instruction to them. Those preachers and congregations, especially in remote regions of 

the country, benefit.  

 

Another value relates to flexibility. Since the average age of our student population is 

thirty-three years old, we are primarily educating adult learners. The online class enables 

students, especially adult students, to fit the class more easily into the routine of their 

weekly responsibilities. One student with three small children told me that he can best fit 

his school responsibilities in his schedule after his three grade school children have gone 

to bed. 

 

Not only fitting with students’ schedules, an online class can also adapt to the learning 

styles of adults. Kathleen Cercone (2008, p. 141) identifies some characteristics of adult 

learners in Table 1.  

 

 

Table 1. Learning Styles and the Characteristics of Adult Learners 

Learning styles need to 

be considered. In any 

group of adults there will 

be a wide range of 

individual differences, 

thus the individualization 

of learning experiences is 

important in many 

situations.  

a. Ensure that students can move through the instruction at 

their own pace 

b. Ensure that the students can review previous learning 

whenever they want. 

c. Provides links to a wide variety of web resources.  

d. Ensure to allow ample time for students to master the 

content.  

e. Ensure that all learning styles are addressed by presenting 

material in multiple modes including text, graphics, audio 

and manipulatives.  

f. Use strategies such as consciousness raising, journal 

keeping, reflection logs, think sheets, guided questioning. 

 

 

I have found that the online presentation can adapt to these styles and enable adult 

learners to enjoy the education process and learn more effectively. Visual learners are 

able to see videos of instructions and demonstrations. Auditory learners hear and critique 

sermons. Reading and writing learners engage in forum discussions. Finally kinesthetic 

learners have the opportunity to practice their preaching before peers. 

 



 
 

In addition to these benefits, I have found that the online class forces me to reconsider 

how I teach and to think more creatively. I find myself using more media than I did in a 

traditional classroom. I’m not limited to a three-hour session once a week. I can share 

these materials with students without taking time away from the lecture. The lectures are 

usually shorter and more succinct as I record them. I use Camtasia, to record my lectures 

adding PowerPoint, videos, images, and other media to better engage student viewers.  

 

The online class has assisted me in interacting more with students and in bringing an 

important learning centered approach to the pedagogy (Long, 2008, pp. 41-57). Students 

take responsibility to identify new insights and share perspectives with the rest of the 

class. As a teacher, I become more of a facilitator. Ascough (2002, p. 19) says, "Less 

control of the class is afforded the instructor in an online environment and the instructor 

becomes more of a facilitator or moderator. This loss of control can sometimes be 

disconcerting, but one must learn to adjust." I become less of a “sage on the stage” and 

more of a “guide on the side.” The discussion forums have contributed greatly to 

enabling students to take more ownership of ideas shared. All students must contribute. 

No one can remain silent without entering into the discussion as they can in a traditional 

classroom setting. 

 

The online class does provide visual and audio contact between students and teachers 

through several venues. One of these is the GoToMeeting medium. This enables students 

and professor to connect up in real time. The medium creates a virtual classroom that 

allows up to twenty-six individuals to interact at one time. Throughout the course of the 

semester, I require students to interact on GoToMeeting at least three times. In addition, 

at the beginning of the semester students must introduce themselves via Canvas’ built-in 

webcam. I also include several assignments that require students to respond via the 

VoiceThread medium. I create a PowerPoint lecture on VoiceThread and require students 

to make video responses to questions I have posed. As a class then we interact to one 

another’s ideas. All of these media provide a variety of means to make visual contact 

between students and professor. Because of VoiceThread and the Canvas webcam 

students learn to orally express their ideas in succinct and clear ways giving them 

additional opportunities to hone their performance skills.  

 

Interestingly, Ascough (2002, p. 19) points out that online learning reduces the potential 

for discrimination. He encourages thoughtful reservation regarding posting pictures and 

names of students believing there is an advantage to not knowing the age or ethnicity of 

other classmates. In support of Ascough's position, I have been told that some studies 

show that one of the reasons online dating (as an analog) works is because people derive 

primary associations from ideas and personalities and only secondarily associate people 

with their appearance. Delaying the requirement for visual interaction until several weeks 

into the semester might achieve the same goal with students, teaching them to associate 

names with ideas expressed in the forum rather than names with faces (and, consequently, 

gender, ethnicity, or race). I have found, however, that the use of video media to 

communicate with students and between students outweighs the advantage of not 

publicizing names or faces. Students going into ministry will minister in multiethnic 

contexts. They must learn to deal graciously with ethnic differences and what better way 



 
 

to do that than in a supervised context of online encounters?  

 

Contrary to the legitimate concern that some raise about forming community online, 

community can be formed. I have discovered that students find it easier to share their 

spiritual and moral struggles online than they do in a traditional classroom. These 

struggles are always shared in writing in the discussion forums and to date have never 

been shared via a video venue. It seems class members feel safer sharing personal matters 

when they do not have to display themselves visually. Fellow classmates almost always 

respond with grace and support when hearing of those struggles. Students find it 

enjoyable chatting and conversing with one another online. Forming community is 

important to the process of learning. D. Randy Garrison and Heather Kanuka (2004, p. 

99) make the observation that students who feel a stronger sense of community are better 

able to progressively move through more difficult phases of critical thinking. Online 

learning has strong potential for creating a collaborative learning environment. The 

discussion forums and VoiceThread are the most common means of interacting with 

students. They provide students with the opportunity to give thoughtful and reflective 

responses to the lectures, readings, and sermons for which they are responsible.  

 

Even though these are a few of the assets I have come to realize in teaching an online 

preaching class that problems, issues, and concerns also abound which is the reason the 

conversation is difficult. Dialogue, however, can open the door for new insights and 

opportunities. 

 

Challenges Facing an Online Preaching Conversation 

 

As I mentioned in the opening paragraph, Delamarter (2005b) identified concerns raised 

about online education from faculty in theological seminaries across the country—

twenty-six concerns in all! I have experienced and realized some of those concerns. One 

of them is the steep learning curve involved in adapting to the new technology. I have 

been slow and reserved, even resistant, to doing online courses. I have no technology 

background. So learning the technology has taken time and a lot of one-on-one training. 

Every change the University makes in choosing a new LMS results in having to take time 

to learn the system. I also have had to take time to learn new software and tools to use in 

the class. Among others, these include tools like GoToMeeting, Camtasia, and 

VoiceThread. This was one of the concerns Delamarter surfaced among seminary faculty. 

He discovered that the “experience of most people has been that the people who commit 

themselves to technology are committing themselves to learning curve after learning 

curve” (Delamarter, 2005b, p. 132). 

 

 With each new piece of software faculty must take time to learn and in addition expect to 

have to learn more when updates and changes are made. The learning curve also creates 

problems for students. Though some (but not all) in the younger generations learn new 

technology quickly others do not which then creates pedagogical issues. To teach an 

online class effectively also imposes an additional burden on faculty; it takes more time 

to effectively teach and manage online instruction than it does to teach in a traditional 

setting.
 
Ascough (2002, p. 27) describes the time involved in the following way:  



 
 

 

Since online course delivery is still very much in its infancy, particularly in 

 theological schools, it is important that the faculty member(s) appointed to teach 

 online seriously consider what it takes. At the very least, it takes extra time and 

 effort to design and deliver an online course. Some suggest that it is at least fifty 

 percent more work than teaching in the classroom; some put the figure at three 

 times more work (my own experiences suggest the latter figure is more likely the 

 case at first). While this should not discourage faculty from accepting online 

 course teaching assignments, they should be cognizant of the effort required (and 

 hopefully compensated adequately). 

 

One concern not mentioned, at least explicitly, in Delamarter’s list was the potential for 

abuse by educational institutions. Some institutions attract students to online courses by 

advertising how quick and easy it is to get a degree. These institutions become nothing 

more than degree factories. Of course degree factories were around before online courses 

came on the scene. Now, however, through the Internet, these degrees are easier and even 

more accessible. Beginning the fall of 2013, the federal government requires institutions 

(i.e., each professor) to calculate the number of hours each class offered requires of 

students. This applies not only to online classes but also to on campus classes. 

 

In addition to these general problems with online education, preaching classes present the 

unique challenge of giving students opportunities to preach and receive feedback from 

peers and instructor. This is where the conversation becomes most difficult. The 

experience of preaching before peers and instructor is an essential component in 

preaching classes.  

 

There are several ways of meeting this critical requirement in an online class. During the 

inaugural launching of the class as a hybrid, the following scenario was the way I chose 

to ensure that this critical element was provided. Students within three hours of driving 

distance were required to come to campus and preach in chapel twice during the course 

of the semester on the particular theme assigned for that school year. They were also to 

preach on the weekend that all students were required to come to campus. Those who 

lived more than three hours away were required to preach twice in a congregation where 

they attended or where they ministered, video record those sermons, and then send them 

to the instructor. On some occasions I required students to preach a live sermon on 

GoToMeeting. This is like preaching to a camera (in this case a webcam) but as they 

preach students do see the faces of their peers on the screen looking back at them. 

Though less than a desirable format, it still has value. Distant students, especially those 

overseas, benefit from hearing their peers preach and from receiving immediate feedback 

about their sermons.  

 

Action: Future Direction for Online Preaching Classes 

 

For those of us who have entered the online pedagogical conversation and want to 

continue to explore its value, we need to explore how online preaching classes can be 

improved. I have made a few changes to offering my online course for the fall of 2015. It 



 
 

is fully online with no on campus requirement. First, I am admitting only distant students 

(those beyond three hours of driving distance from campus) to the online class. This 

means that those who are not distant students will have to take the course on campus. 

Second, I am limiting enrollment to no more than ten students. Enrollment limitation in 

the past was fifteen. The smaller enrollment will enable both students and instructor to 

maximize our time together. Third, in order to minimize the loss of the value of the face-

to-face experience of preaching before peers and instructor and critiquing those sermons, 

I am requiring all distant students to preach a ten-minute sermon in front of a 

congregation or small group of listeners, video record that sermon, and submit it to me in 

digital form through Canvas. I then have assigned three or four students, in addition to 

myself, to provide constructive feedback to the student. Students will submit two video 

recorded sermons. One advantage of this is that every student is required to offer 

feedback on other sermons instead of just a few who would give feedback in class. I have 

set Canvas up so that students cannot read or listen to others’ feedback until they make an 

initial post. So students will receive richer and more thoughtful feedback.   

 

As this difficult conversation moves forward, I want to briefly offer a few general items 

to keep in mind. Patricia D. Wolf (2006) argues for the importance of formally training 

faculty to teach online courses. Faculty members need to have a minimum level of 

computing skills, understand and manage the delivery system or the LMS (Blackboard, 

Canvas, Moodle, etc.), implement proper pedagogical methods, be involved in the course 

design, have institutional support, and possess a strong motivation to teach online. 

 

Another perspective to keep in mind is that online blended learning is not just tacking on 

technology to a traditional classroom. It is about integrating the two. Garrison and 

Kanuka describe the task in the following way:  

 

To paraphrase Marshall McLuhan, it is not enough to deliver old 

content in a new medium. We must seriously reflect on how to design and 

deliver higher education. With the limited results of higher education in 

facilitating critical thinking (King & Kitchener, 1994), and the need for 

these abilities in our information age, it is becoming clear that it is 

essential we do better at facilitating critical, creative, and complex 

thinking skills. Blended learning offers possibilities to create 

transformative environments that can effectively facilitate these skills 

(Garrison and Kanuka, 2004, p. 99).  

 

Those who choose further to explore the possibilities of online pedagogy will find there is 

no stereotypical online class that one can cut-and-paste into their system. While we 

should take opportunities to learn from others who have developed online classes, in the 

end instructors must adapt and customize what they do and how they develop the class to 

fit their specific seminary context and constituency. We should also take opportunity to 

read other quality resources that will help give us a better understanding for creating a 

healthy online learning environment. Resources that have helped me in this process 

include Killacky (2011), Delamarter (2005a), Sajjadi (2008), and Hege (2011). However 

we build our online classes and the degree to which we use Internet sources with them, 



 
 

instructors should never allow technology to drive their pedagogy. In this regard Ascough 

(2002, p. 21) provides an important perspective: “What I am suggesting is that we need to 

put pedagogy before technology. The computer and all that it can do should be at the 

service of the teaching process."  

 

Teaching performance classes online in theological seminaries poses special challenges. 

Some will decide such a medium is inappropriate and impossible. Others will find it as a 

new opportunity for enhancing the pedagogy of our discipline. What I hope this essay 

does is at least to stimulate further conversation regarding the value and the limitations of 

such an enterprise. Let the difficult conversation continue!   
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