Pittsburgh Theological Seminary

The Glazed Look:  Students Resisting Transformation?


Sandra phoned Professor Williams the evening before she was to preach her sermon in class.  The sermon had been ready for more than a week, she said, but she would not be able to complete the exegetical paper on time.


The course was a practicum in homiletics taught on Wednesday evenings.  There were twelve students in the class, many of them in full-time occupations who were taking courses in the evening as part-time students.  Sandra was one of these part-time students (along with 30 percent of the student body this fall) who worked in a bank during the day.   Williams was one of two homiletics professors among 20 full-time faculty members.  The Seminary is located in the city of Pittsburgh and educates ministry candidates not only for the Presbyterian Church (USA), but also for a fairly large group of other churches represented in the city and region. 

A major requirement in the course was for each student to preach a sermon and submit both a manuscript of the sermon and a paper showing the exegetical work that was done in preparation.  The seventh of ten sessions was scheduled for this week.


As they talked on the phone, Williams could visualize Sandra sitting in the classroom.  He could not remember any occasion in which she had been engaged in what was happening in the class.  Most of the time she sat mutely with a glazed look in her eyes.


“What seems to be the problem, Sandra?” he asked.


“I don’t understand how to do the paper,” she replied.  “If I can have some extra time, I’ll continue working on it and turn it in later.”


“That’s not acceptable.  The reason for doing the paper is to show the exegetical work you did on the text in preparing your sermon.  That work should have been done before you wrote the sermon.  The paper is simply a report of what you did.”


“But I don’t need to do any exegesis before I preach.  I’ve been preaching for years without having to do this.”


“Well, the point of the course is to make your preaching better by doing the necessary preparatory work.  Besides, I know your own pastor expects it.”


The next evening the two set a time to meet the following week to discuss how to complete the assignment.  The professor also suggested the name of a student who would be willing to give Sandra additional help with writing the paper.


Sandra met with Williams as scheduled Friday afternoon of the following week.  To illustrate how exegesis influences preaching, he asked the student how she might approach preaching a sermon, e.g., based on the genealogy of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew.


Sandra replied, “You can’t preach on that.  It’s just a bunch of names!”


“Yes, it is.  But did you notice that there are five unusual names in the list?”


“No.  What do you mean?”


Williams asked Sandra if she had noticed Mary’s name on the list, and she replied that she had.  He then pointed out that four other women are included on the list, which was not a common practice in a society that traced genealogy through the male line.  Sandra enthusiastically participated in the conversation as Williams went on to ask about what was unusual about each of these women, including the fact that Mary claimed to have been made pregnant by the Holy Spirit.


“Thinking about these things, what might you preach from this text?” he asked.


“God does things differently!” she answered immediately.


“Okay, that’s one point in your sermon.  You see how exegesis leads you to see things in the text you miss at first?”


“I see what you mean! That’s great!”


The conversation continued in this positive vein until Sandra assured her professor that she knew how to complete the assignment.  Before she left, she told him she would work on it over the weekend and discuss it with the student he had suggested she contact.


When he arrived in his office the morning of November 7th, Williams found a message that Sandra had withdrawn from the homiletics course.  This notice came as a surprise, because the student she was meeting had reported that their conversation had gone well, even though Sandra had not brought a copy of her paper with her.

A few days later, the Dean of Students informed Williams that Sandra had written a letter complaining that he had been unreasonable in the amount of work he had assigned in the course.  In the letter, she described numerous physical symptoms of an illness that resulted from the stress she experienced in the course.  There was also a note from her doctor recommending her withdrawal from the course.

The following week the Dean of Students received a letter from Sandra asking for a refund of her tuition for the homiletics course.  She repeated several of the complaints from the earlier letter and stated that the refund was due her because she did not receive what she expected from the course.

In the first week of the new term, Williams was sitting at a table after lunch with two colleagues.  By then most people had left the dining room, and no one was close enough to overhear their conversation.

“Has either of you had Sandra Jenkins in any of your classes?” asked Professor Green.

“She didn’t do much of anything in my class.  She wanted to preach a sermon without doing the exegetical work in advance, and I told her that was unacceptable.  I worked with her, but she dropped the course a week before the term ended and asked for her money back,” Williams explained.

Professor Compton interjected, “Some students seem to think they can buy their education.  She may be an extreme case, but I see other students whose actions betray the same attitude.  I always thought theological education was about change – even transformation!  Many students today would rather die than alter an opinion or change a behavior.”

“I’m not sure they think critically at all, especially about their faith,” Williams replied mournfully.  “I gave them some deliberately provocative articles to analyze in one course, including one written by the Grand Wizard of the KKK.  I nearly fell out of my seat when someone actually said it was obvious this guy was very religious because he quoted the Bible a lot!  They can’t read, let alone critically analyze anything in order to be open to change.”

“That’s true of many students,” said Green, “and it’s not just the older ones who resist having their thinking challenged.  I know many mature students who are eager to learn.  I also know some students in their 20s who think they have it all figured out and have nothing more to learn.  They’re just here to get their ticket stamped.”

“You’re right; age isn’t the issue,” Compton responded.  “There are people of all ages in our classes who are a joy to teach.  There are also those who sit there with a glazed look, resolute that what we say will not affect them.  They seem to think of us as service providers in their employ.  I guess it’s part of the market economy we live in.”

“That seems to be Sandra’s attitude,” Williams sighed.  “She was convinced I had nothing to teach her, and when I didn’t – because she wouldn’t let me – she wanted her money back!  But how are we to deal with students like Sandra?  If we’re not going to give up on them, how are we to reach them?  And what does this mean for the churches we’re sending them to lead?”   

