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Abstract: Preaching courses customarily involve elements of public performance and evaluation 
that stir deep feelings of anxiety and dread among student preachers. This article considers a 
concept from intercultural communication theory called facework, which is concerned with 
mitigating perceived face threats for the purpose of optimizing student receptivity to critical 
feedback. This article explores facework in relation to the development of classroom 
environments and proposes an ethic of bearing witness as a means by which instructors can 
shape classroom relationships and tend to the theological formation of preaching students. The 
article concludes with a review of a student survey, reflecting on the implementation of face-
attentive pedagogical practices during in-class sermon feedback.  
 
Introduction 
 
 Academic courses that require an element of public performance regularly produce a 
sense of dread among students, whose attention is divided between the task at hand and their 
social standing among their peers and educators. Preaching courses typically include at least one 
performance of a sermon, followed by a feedback intervention led by the professor.1 Students 
may experience varying levels of fear or anxiety leading up to the assignment as they attempt to 
gauge their own competence, while also negotiating elements of personal identity in relation to 
others. Though student experiences are varied, this much remains clear: the moments leading up 
WR��DQG�IROORZLQJ��D�VWXGHQW¶V�LQ-class performance of a sermon are fraught and require a great 
amount of pedagogical skill on the part of the professor. This paper explores the concept of 
facework from intercultural communication theory to illuminate the pedagogical challenges of 
in-class sermon feedback.2 The purpose of this paper is to present a pedagogical approach that 
cultivates a learning environment in which students bear witness to one another as a witnessing 
community. The mode of witnessing generates opportunities for mitigating face threats, thereby 
promoting student receptivity to feedback and instruction. Additionally, to bear witness to 
preaching students is to participate in the homiletical tradition of witnessing²that is, to affirm 
VWXGHQWV¶�FDSDFLWLHV�WR�VSHDN�DERXW�*RG�LQ�D�FRPPXQDO�FRQWH[W��7KH�FXOWLYDWLRQ�RI�D�ZLWQHVVLQJ�
community in the homiletical classroom enjoins students to become witnesses to the theological 
formation of WKHLU�SHHUV��WR�DIILUP�HDFK�RWKHU¶V�WHVWLPRQLHV��DQG�WR�HQJDJH�RQH�DQRWKHU¶V�VRFLDO�
needs, thereby improving student learning outcomes.  
 
Face Under Threat in Sermon Feedback 
  

 
1 Feedback interventionV�DUH�³DFWLRQV�LQWHQGHG�WR�JLYH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�RQH�RU�PRUH�DVSHFWV�RI�DQRWKHU¶V�WDVN�
performance, ideally without provoking the defensive, negative attributions that can thwart their desired impacts on 
WKH�KHDUHU�´�$SULO�5��7UHHV��-HII�.HUVVHQ-Griep, anG�-RQ�$�+HVV��³(DUQLQJ�,QIOXHQFH�E\�&RPPXQLFDWLQJ�5HVSHFW��
)DFHZRUN¶V�&RQWULEXWLRQV�WR�(IIHFWLYH�,QVWUXFWLRQDO�)HHGEDFN´�Communication Education 58:3, 397-416. 
2 Specifically, this article incorporates the research of Jeff Kerssen-Griep, April R. Trees, and Jon A. Hess on 
facework and instructional feedback.   
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 It is a familiar sensation to the seasoned instructor of preaching: the rising tension in the 
room following the delivery of a student sermon. Despite its familiarity, the sensation may be 
somewhat confounding even to the most experienced teachers of preaching. Homileticians have 
developed and employed an array of methods and procedures for reducing tension during in-
class sermon feedback. Though many of these methods help to alleviate momentary bouts of 
anxiety, these methods rarely consider the social formation of the student in relation to others 
beyond the moments of sermon feedbDFN��2QH�H[FHSWLRQ�FDQ�EH�IRXQG�LQ�%DUEDUD�/XQGEODG¶V�
chapter in the edited volume, Teaching Preaching as a Christian Practice. Lundblad treats not 
only task-mastery, but also the student as a person in relation to a learning environment. She is 
mindful of matters of identity in the classroom and is concerned with developing a learning 
HQYLURQPHQW�URRWHG�LQ�UHVSHFW�DQG�RSHQQHVV��/XQGEODG¶V�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�FXOWLYDWLQJ�D�OHDUQLQJ�
environment that tends to social and theological difference moves toward the concept of a 
witnessing community developed in this article.3  

While homileticians have certainly gained greater awareness of student needs and 
pedagogical techniques, the palpable tension among students during in-class sermon feedback 
remains a considerable obstacle for many. What is often brushed aside as garden-variety stage 
fright is actually a rather complex constellation of student needs emerging in competition with 
one another. Some communication theorists refer to this constellation as face needs. In their 
DUWLFOH�WLWOHG��³(DUQLQJ�,QIOXHQFH�E\�&RPPXQLFDWLQJ�5HVSHFW��)DFHZRUN¶V�&RQWULEXWLRQV�WR�
(IIHFWLYH�,QVWUXFWLRQDO�)HHGEDFN�´�$SULO�7UHHV��-HII�.HUVVHQ-Griep, and Jon Hess describe the 
concept of face DV�³WKH�GHVLUHG�VHOI-image individuals present in inteUDFWLRQ�ZLWK�RWKHUV�´4 Every 
person in the classroom is working to establish face as they negotiate space, representation, and 
recognition among peers and with their professor.  

In their 1987 study on the construction of polite speech, Penelope Brown and Stephen 
Levinson identified two categories of face needs: positive face and negative face.5 Positive face 
is the need to belong, to feel accepted and affirmed by others. Negative face is the need to be 
autonomous, retaining full independence and agency, free from constraint or domination.6 Both 
positive and negative face needs emerge and contend with excessive urgency in the context of 
IHHGEDFN�LQWHUYHQWLRQV��$SULO�7UHHV��HW�DO��QRWH�WKDW�³SDUWLFXODU�VSHHFK�DFWV�PD\�WKUHDWHQ�WKHVH�
identity needs, and these face threats pervade the teaching-OHDUQLQJ�UHODWLRQVKLS�´7 Face threats 
are actions, verbal or nonverbal, that threaten the negotiation of face needs. Trees, et al. go on to 
GHVFULEH�WKH�³IDFH-WKUHDWHQLQJ�QDWXUH�RI�FULWLFLVP´�HQGHPLF�WR�IHHGEDFN�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�LQ�
classrooms, arguing that poorly conceived approaches to feedback may produce ineffective and 
counter-productive results.8 Thus, communication theorists have developed facework strategies 
for mitigating face threats, while sustaining the preferred social identities of others.9 

 
3 %DUEDUD�.��/XQGEODG��³'HVLJQLQJ�WKH�,QWURGXFWRU\�&RXUVH�LQ�3UHDFKLQJ�´�LQ�Teaching Preaching as a Christian 
Practice (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008), 207-222. 
4 Trees, et al., 398. 
5 Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson, Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
6 Trees, et al. 398. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 397. 
9 Jeff Kerssen-*ULHS��$SULO�5��7UHHV��DQG�-RQ�$��+HVV��³$WWHQWLYH�)DFHZRUN�'XULQJ�,QVWUXFWLRQDO�)HHGEDFN��.H\�WR�
3HUFHLYLQJ�0HQWRUVKLS�DQG�DQ�2SWLPDO�/HDUQLQJ�(QYLURQPHQW´�Communication Education 57, no 3. 2008, pp. 312-
332. 313. 
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Facework strategies for feedback interventions are focused on building trust and rapport 
with students in an effort to mitigate face threats and increase student receptivity to instruction 
and guidance. Research suggests that the way a student feels about their instructor and their 
learning environment shapes the way the student receives feedback from their instructor and 
peers.10 7KH�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�RI�IDFHZRUN�LQ�VWXGHQW�IHHGEDFN�SRVLWLYHO\�SUHGLFWV�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�
SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�WHDFKHU¶V�FUHGLELOLW\�11 Thus, strategies that aim to personally affirm a 
VWXGHQW¶V�EHORQJLQJ�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP��ZKLOH�DOVR�DFNQRZOHGJLQJ�WKHLU�DXWRQRP\�DQG�DJHQF\��DUH�
more likely to promote growth in students, which may result in higher learning outcomes.  

However, facework strategies are not one-size-fits-all and must be curated as the 
instructor intuits the particular face needs of various students. For example, a student who 
culturally identifies with the instructor may be more inclined to feel a sense of belonging than a 
student who does not culturally identify with the instructor. Or a first-generation college student 
or graduate student may negotiate their face needs in a manner different from a student whose 
parents attended college or graduate school. Or, as is common in preaching classrooms, women 
may find themselves filling a pulpit for the first time, coming from denominations that bar their 
bodies from pulpits. These women may experience disproportionate levels of interpersonal stress 
compared to their male peers. Similar observations can be made about some LGBTQ+ students 
entering the pulpit for the first time. Such aspects of identity are constantly factoring into the 
ways in which students negotiate their face needs in the classroom, and especially during in-class 
sermon feedback.  

 
Cultivating an Ethical Learning Environment 
 

Effective facework requires that the instructor foster a learning environment in which all 
students can safely pursue learning and task-mastery without defending face at every turn.12 In a 
study by Kerssen-Griep, Trees, and Hess, facework in instructional feedback was found to 
significantly impact student perceptions of classroom relationships and classroom environment.13 
In this sense, facework does not merely concern learning outcomes; facework concerns 
accessibility and interactivity within the broader context of a learning community. When 
students perform in a context that is designed to uphold face needs, they feel more empowered to 
receive and integrate critical feedback. When students no longer feel that their identities and 
social needs are being WKUHDWHQHG��WKH\�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�LQYHVW�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�WKHLU�SURIHVVRU¶V�
instruction.  

 The cultivation of a learning environment that tends carefully to the wellbeing of others 
requires a presiding ethic²a pedagogical ethic for the relationship between teacher and student, 
DV�ZHOO�DV�UHODWLRQVKLSV�EHWZHHQ�SHHUV��,Q�WKHLU�FKDSWHU��³(WKLFDO�,VVXHV�LQ�,QWHUFXOWXUDO�
&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�´�-XGLWK�0DUWLQ��/LVD�)ORUHV��DQG�7KRPDV�1DND\DPD�RXWOLQH�WKUHH�SULQFLSOHV�IRU�
ethical intercultural communication. The first principle is the humanness principle. This 
principle emphasizes the interpersonal responsibility to respect and care for fellow humans, 
while also pursuing growing awareness of humanity. The second principle is the dialogic 

 
10 Trees, et al., 398. 
11 Ibid., 403. 
12 $FFRUGLQJ�WR�7UHHV��HW�DO���³'HSHQGLQJ�RQ�KRZ�WKH�>IHHGEDFN�LQWHUYHQWLRQ@�LV�SHUFHLYHG��D�KHDUHU�HLWKHU�DFWLYDWHV�
self-identity-protection processes, or, if the self does not feel threatened by the [feedback intervention], the hearer 
will devote cognitive energy to more specific and useful task-learning or task-motivation UHJXODWRU\�SURFHVVHV�´�
399-400. 
13 Kerssen-Griep, et al., 323.  
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principle, which asserts that we become most human in the context of relationships with other 
humans. This principle emphasizes empathy and the capacity to reach across social divides. The 
third principle is the SULQFLSOH�RI�VSHDNLQJ�³ZLWK´�DQG�³WR´��UDWKHU�WKDQ�³DERXW´�RU�³IRU´�. This 
principle emphasizes the importance of maintaining boundaries in communication, determining 
to speak only for oneself and with others, rather than about or for others.14 These principles for 
intercultural communication are helpful when considering how one might develop a learning 
environment rooted in face-informed ethics. Further, they resonate well with the theological 
concept of witnessing in homiletical literature, and the concept of social witnessing in 
philosophy, both of which are taken up in the following section. 
  
Witnessing and Social Obligation 
  
 While Martin, Flores, and Nakayama certainly provide important insights for classroom 
ethics, the cultivation of a witnessing community in homiletical classrooms requires greater 
attention to two areas: (1) the theological formation of student preachers in relation to one 
another and the instructor; and (2) a critical engagement with the philosophical concept of 
witnessing the other, in order to flesh out a more nuanced understanding of social obligation. A 
brief overview of witnessing in homiletical literature will illuminate the theological formation of 
preachers in relation to their communities and will then be connected with a deeper exploration 
of social obligation.   
 
Witnessing as a Homiletical Tradition 
 
 Witnessing in homiletical tradition informs this project in three primary ways: (1) the act 
of witnessing is a communal act; (2) to bear witness in preaching is to affirm the authority of 
RQH¶V�RZQ�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV��DQG�����WHVWLPRQ\�UHWDLQV�WKH�FDSDFity to upset paradigms of social 
SRZHU�GLVSDULW\��7KH�WHUP�³ZLWQHVV´�LQ�KRPLOHWLFDO�OLWHUDWXUH�PRVW�IUHTXHQWO\�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�DFWLRQ�
RI�RQH�ZKR�WHVWLILHV�WR�*RG¶V�DFWLYLW\�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��$�SUHDFKHU�PD\�EH�FDOOHG�D�ZLWQHVV��DQG�D�
preacher may participate in the act of witnessing, while the community may also be called 
ZLWQHVVHV�ZKR�ZLWQHVV�WKH�SUHDFKHU¶V�WHVWLPRQ\��,Q�KLV�ERRN��,�%HOLHYH�,¶OO�7HVWLI\, Cleo LaRue 
DUJXHV�WKDW�³>W@KH�EHVW�RI�EODFN�SUHDFKLQJ�DQG�WKH�RUDWRULFDO�GHYLFHV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�LW�LV�
communicated are indeed testimony, for they witness to the power of God to provide, empower, 
DQG�VXVWDLQ�D�SHRSOH�KLVWRULFDOO\�DQG�WR�WKLV�SUHVHQW�GD\�´15 In this sense, the act of bearing 
ZLWQHVV�LQIRUPV�KHDUHUV�QRW�RQO\�RI�*RG¶V�DFWLYLW\��EXW�DOVR�LQGLFDWHV�VRPHWhing about the people 
in relation to that activity. In his seminal work The Witness of Preaching, Thomas Long focuses 
on witnessing as the primary task of preachers who are called upon to testify from their own 
encounters with God in scripture.16 Yet Long also connects testimony to a community of hearers, 

 
14 JuditK�0DUWLQ��/LVD�)ORUHV��DQG�7KRPDV�1DND\DPD��³(WKLFDO�,VVXHV�LQ�,QWHUFXOWXUDO�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ´�LQ�Readings 
in Intercultural Communication: Experiences and Contexts (Boston: McGraw Hill, 2002), 363-370. 
 
15 Cleo LaRue, ,�%HOLHYH�,¶OO�7HVWLI\��7KH�$UW�RI�$IULFDQ American Preaching (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
2011), XIV. 3HUKDSV�ZRUWK�QRWLQJ��/D5XH�FLWHV�3DXO�6FRWW�:LOVRQ¶V�ZRUN�RQ�FRQIHVVLRQ�DQG�ZLWQHVVLQJ�IRU�KLV�RZQ�
understanding of the concepts. LaRue quotes Wilson to indicate the multifaceted nature oI�WHVWLPRQ\��³7KH�
WHVWLPRQ\�PD\�EH�WKH�SUHDFKHU¶V�RZQ�RU�VSRNHQ�RQ�EHKDOI�RI�VRPHRQH�LQ�WKH�%LEOH�RU�FRQWHPSRUDU\�ZRUOG�´ 
Paul Scott Wilson, Setting Words on Fire: Putting God at the Center of the Sermon (Nashville: Abingdon, 2008), 
149. 
16 Thomas G. Long, The Witness of Preaching (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1989), 49. 
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ZULWLQJ��³3UHDFKLQJ�DQG�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�RI�IDLWK��WKHQ��DUH�UHFLSURFDO�UHDOLWLHV��7KRVH�ZKR�KHDU�
and believe the witness to Christ in preaching are thus gathered into the community of faith that 
continues to WHOO��WR�WHDFK��DQG�WR�FHOHEUDWH�WKDW�ZLWQHVV�´17 Thus, for both Long and LaRue, 
witnessing is a communal activity. 
 In her book, Preaching as Testimony, Anna Carter Florence ventures (by way of Ricoeur) 
that all theology is testimony.18 Thus, for Florence, all preaching is carried out in the mode of 
testimony. She develops this concept of preaching as testimony by locating a history of 
testimony in the lives of three preachers: Anne Hutchinson (1591-1643), Sarah Osborn (1714-
1796), and Jarena Lee (1783-?). Her narration of the lives and ministries of these women 
highlights the way in which testimony emerged like a mother tongue of those who were 
marginalized or systemically silenced. In the historic and present barring of certain bodies from 
SXOSLWV��WHVWLPRQ\�KDV�RSHQHG�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�UHFODLPLQJ�DXWKRULW\�LQ�WKH�VSDFH�RI�RQH¶V�RZQ�
ERG\��7KH�SUHDFKHU¶V�ERG\�EHFRPHV�D�KHXULVWLF�VWDQGDUG�IRU�JDXJLQJ�WKH�YDOLGLW\�RI�WKH�:RUG�Wo 
be proclaimed.19 )ORUHQFH¶V�ZRUN�PDUNV�D�VLJQLILFDQW�WXUQ�LQ�WKH�KRPLOHWLFDO�WUDGLWLRQ�RI�
witnessing toward the body of the preacher.  
 This attention to bodies in the witnessing tradition finds expression in the work of Lisa 
Thompson. In her book Ingenuity: Preaching as an Outsider, Thompson calls upon her readers 
to bear witness to the lives of Black women²though she does not overtly employ the language 
of witness and testimony. She writes,  
 

I posit first and foremost, those we have most excluded from the conversation, by 
deeming them as the other or outsider, must set the terms for our rules of engagement. If 
we do not privilege the lives and truth of the most vulnerable in our communities, then 
we cannot be faithful to the most fundamental work of preaching itself. Therefore, in 
these pages I am endeavoring in a process that revisits the rules for engaging the practice 
of preaching if we are committed to taking the lives and ministries of black women 
seriously. [. . .] Black women become the lens through which our collective paradigms of 
preaching and its instruction are revisited, reshaped, and broadened.20 

 
7KRPSVRQ¶V�LQVLVWHQFH�WKDW�%ODFN�ZRPHQ�³EHFRPH�WKH�OHQV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK´�WKH�SDUDGLJPV�RI�
instruction are revisited brings the homiletical tradition of witnessing into proximity with 
philosophical concepts of witnessing and the other.  
 
Witnessing as a Philosophical Concept and Ethical Obligation 
 
 Bearing witness as a philosophical idea is never removed from its ethical obligations. To 
bear witness is to engage in relation with others. In his book, Witness to Dispossession: The 
Vocation of a Post-modern Theologian, Tom Beaudoin frames his work as a theologian in terms 
of such witnessing. For Beaudoin, theology has an ethical responsibility to bear truthful witness 
to the lives of others²particularly those who are oppressed. He draws upon the Lévinasian 
concept of face when he writes,  

 
17  Long, 51. 
18 )ORUHQFH�FLWHV�5LFRHXU¶V�³7KH�+HUPHQHXWLFV�RI�7HVWLPRQ\�´�LQ�Essays on Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1980).  
19 Anna Carter Florence, Preaching as Testimony (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007), xvi-xxii. 
20 Lisa Thompson, Ingenuity: Preaching as an Outsider (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2018), 7. 
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A story of suffering may become a morality tale or be co-opted by theory. A face calls in 
a different way. The Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Lévinas famously argued that to be 
human is to be responsible for the suffering of the other, for the person whose well-being 
our very existence may be threatening. This obligation to others is encountered and 
symbolized in a unique way in the face-to-face relation. The faces of others present 
persons genuinely different from us, exposed to us. The vulnerability of the human face 
presents us with the claim: do not kill me. In a sense, Levinas says, the bare face of 
DQRWKHU�VD\V�³GR�QRW�GHIDFH�PH´��DOORZ�PH��LW�VD\V��P\�RWKHUQHVV�ZLWKRXW�YLRODWLRQ��
shame, or indifference.21 

 
Indeed, faces and their needs call in a different way to the professor. The call is to not deface, but 
to honor and make room for the truths espoused and imposed by the bodies in the room. And yet, 
there remains an unknowability in others. Even in the close proximity of a classroom, professors 
may struggle to discern the needs of their students. How might a professor tend to face needs of 
others when the others²our students²are essentially unknowable? How might classmates tend 
to the needs of their unknowable peers? 
 Philosopher and ethicist Kelly Oliver argues for an ethics of bearing witness, which 
accounts for this space between people through the concept of subjectivity. While affirming her 
indebtedness to poststructuralist theories of identity and relation, she offers a critique of 
SRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVW�QRWLRQV�RI�WKH�³2WKHU´�LQ�ZKLFK��³WKH�RWKHU�LV�VRPHWLPHV�PXWH��LPSRYHULVKHG��
unavailable, still to come, almost worshiped (à la Derrida and Emmanuel Lévinas), or the other is 
LQYLVLEOH��XQVSRNHQ��QRQH[LVWHQW��WKH�XQGHUVLGH�RI�WKH�VXEMHFW��j�OD�)RXFDXOW�DQG�%XWOHU��´22 She 
raises concern for the manner in which others are consistently objectified for the subject. She 
asks, ³:KDW�RI�WKH�VXEMHFWLYLW\�RI�WKLV�VR-called other? What of the subject position of those 
othered by these discourses of subjectivity? What of their speech, their present, their existence? 
6XUHO\�WKH\�GRQ¶W�MXVW�WKLQN�RI�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�PXWH��VWLOO�WR�FRPH��LQYLVLEOH��RU�QRQH[LVWHQW�´23 
Thus Oliver determines that the only way to construct a proper ethic of social relations is to 
begin with the position of the othered in an effort to uphold their subjectivity.24 
 To uphold the subjectivity of others, Oliver promotes the mode of witnessing, in which 
RWKHUV�HQJDJH�LQ�³DGGUHVV-DELOLW\´�DQG�³UHVSRQVH-DELOLW\�´25 That is, others are not merely 
REVHUYHG��EXW�DUH�DFWLYHO\�HQJDJHG�DQG�UHFHLYHG��2OLYHU¶V�FRQFHUQ�IRU�WKH�DGGUHVV-ability and 
response-ability of others finds compatibility with the aforementioned ethics of intercultural 
communication: the humanness principle, the dialogic principle, and the principle of speaking 
³ZLWK´�DQG�³WR´��UDWKHU�WKDQ�³DERXW´�RU�³IRU´���+RZHYHU��2OLYHU¶V�ZLWQHVVLQJ�LQYROYHV�D�PRUH�
robust mode of engagement. Empathy is good, and consideration for others is essential, but 
2OLYHU¶V�YLVLRQ�RI�UHODWLRQVKLS�HQWDLOV�VRPHWKLQJ�PRUH�IDU�PRUH�FRQVWUXFWLYH��2OLYHU�LQVLVWV�WKDW�

 
21 Tom Beaudoin, Witness to Dispossession: The Vocation of a Post-modern Theologian (Mayknoll: Orbis Books, 
2008), 33. 
22 Kelly Oliver, Witnessing: Beyond Recognition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 5-6. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 7. 
25 Of address-ability and response-DELOLW\��2OLYHU�ZULWHV��³:KDW�ZH�OHDUQ�IURP�EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�Vubject position of 
those othered is that the speaking subject is a subject by virtue of address-ability and response-ability. Address-
ability and response-ability are the roots of subjectivity, which are damaged by the objectifying operations of 
oppression and subordination. Address-ability and response-ability are what I identify with the process of 
ZLWQHVVLQJ�´ Ibid.  
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the space between people is not some unknowable chasm, nor is it an untraversable social 
division. Rather, the space between people is full of shared input, accessible to all parties. She 
writes,  
 

We create an impossible problem for ourselves by presuming to be separated in the first 
place. By presuming that we are fundamentally separated from the world and other 
people by the void of empty space, we at once eliminate the possibility of connection and 
UHODWLRQVKLSV�HYHQ�ZKLOH�ZH�PDNH�GHVSHUDWH�DWWHPSWV�WR�EULGJH�WKDW�DE\VV��>«@�6SDFH��
however, is not an empty void. It is full of air, light, and the circulation of various forms 
of electrical, thermal, mechanical, and chemical energies that sustain us and connect us to 
each other and the world.26 

 
Thus, if the space between people is full of shared sensory input, as well as anything humans 
impose or self-disclose to one another, then the space itself offers a context in which humans can 
come to know one another on some level. In turn, the space confers an ethical responsibility 
upon the one who beholds another: to bear truthful witness to the other. Witnessing opens the 
possibility of moving beyond simple recognition of another, into intersubjective response-ability 
and engagement.27 
 Though one human may not ever fully know another, humans are bound together in a 
social fabric of relations which makes an ethical call upon an individual to pay attention. In her 
book, Poetics of the Flesh, 0D\UD�5LYHUD�FLWHV�eGRXDUG�*OLVVDQW¶V�Poetics of Relation stating,  

 
>«@�EHFDXVH�5HODWLRQ�LV�LQGHWHUPLQDWH��LW�FDQQRW�EH�IXOO\�NQRZQ��1RW�NQRZLQJ�5HODWLRQ�LV�
WKXV�QRW�D�ZHDNQHVV��*OLVVDQW�DVVXUHV�XV��%XW�³QRW�ZDQWLQJ�WR�NQRZ�LW�FHUWDLQO\�LV�´�)RU�
our inability to grasp Relation is no excuse for indifference. To the contrary, one shall 
VHHN�WKH�³HQWDQJOHPHQWV´�RI�ZRUOGZLGH�UHODWLRQV�28 

 
5LYHUD�GUDZV�XSRQ�*OLVVDQW¶V�QRWLRQ�RI�5HODWLRQ�WR�GHYHORS�D�FRQFHSW�RI�VRFLDO�LGHQWLW\�LQ�ZKLFK�
humans are vulnerable to one another, bound in a social matrix with one another, and co-
construct one another. To engage with another is to be necessarily imprinted upon. In this sense, 
both Oliver and Rivera develop social theories which open possibilities for seeing, experiencing, 
and relating to others in a way that is ultimately constructive.   
 Thus, from the homiletical tradition of witnessing, one may derive the idea that 
individual bodies have testimonies to share, rooted in their own personal, lived experiences. And 
as Thompson points out, the lives of those who have been silenced, rejected, or marginalized 
ought to push back against dominant paradigms of preaching and instruction. Philosophical 
considerations of witnessing open the possibility of pursuing understanding of the other, while 
also placing an ethical call on the individual to tend carefully to social difference. Together, the 
homiletical and philosophical traditions flesh out a theological orientation for facework. To tend 
to the face needs of students in the classroom is not merely an exercise in effective teaching; it 
contributes to the theological formation of students in relation to one another. To cultivate a 
witnessing community is to cultivate a community in which students and instructors step into the 
UHVSRQVLELOLW\�RI�ZLWQHVVLQJ�*RG¶V�DFWLYLW\�LQ�DQG�WKURXJK�RQH�DQRWher. To bear truthful witness 

 
26 Ibid., 12. 
27 Ibid., 15.  
28 Mayra Rivera, Poetics of the Flesh (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2015), 3-4. 
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to that activity is to be attentive to matters of identity, and to engage one another at the level of 
face needs.  
 
Witnessing as Face-Attentive Pedagogy 
 
  The mitigation of face threat in preaching classrooms requires something more than 
simple kindness.29 Indeed, it requires active witnessing²the continual pursuit of understanding 
and responsibility with others. As Glissant noted, not wanting to know or understand relation is a 
weakness. In a pedagogical sense, increasing understanding between professor and students and 
among peers opens greater possibility for successfully anticipating face needs across social 
difference. As facework theory demonstrates, if a student perceives that their professor wants to 
understand them, and exhibits earnest openness and welcome, the student is likelier to perceive 
the professor as trustworthy and credible, and the learning environment as conducive to their 
success. Thus, witnessing²that is, seeking truthful understanding about people and their social 
relations in the classroom, and responding with responsibility and care²offers a helpful 
framework for face-attentive pedagogical practices. 
 To bring a witnessing pedagogy to bear upon in-class sermon feedback, one must 
carefully consider how classroom interactions impact student face needs, both positive and 
negative. Intercultural communication theorists have tested several hypotheses regarding best 
practices in the classroom in relation to face needs and have produced a number of 
recommendations. For example, Trees, et al. found that students favor informative, elaborated, 
specific, and personal feedback, when face needs have been met.30 The temptation for instructors 
might be to default to non-specific and impersonal feedback during feedback interventions, as to 
avoid defacing of the student. Yet, impersonal feedback gives the impression that the student is 
QRW�VHHQ�RU�NQRZQ��%HDULQJ�ZLWQHVV�WR�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�SDUWLFXODULW\��when combined with face-
affirming practices, is more likely to result in student receptivity.  
 Similarly, students respond better to motivational feedback that conveys high standards 
ZKLOH�DIILUPLQJ�DQG�HQFRXUDJLQJ�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�FDSDFLW\�WR�UHDFK�WKRVH�VWandards, than 
³XQEXIIHUHG�FULWLFLVP��VLPSOH�SHUIRUPDQFH�SUDLVH��DQG�LQYRFDWLRQ�RI�KLJK�VWDQGDUGV�DORQH�´31 
$JDLQ��WKH�WHQGHQF\�PD\�EH�WR�GHIDXOW�WR�PHUH�SUDLVH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SUHVHUYH�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�IDFH��
However, mere praise deprived of high standards may actXDOO\�WKUHDWHQ�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�VHQVH�RI�
competence and value in the classroom. Holding students to a high standard is certainly riskier 
than offering praise but bringing the two together optimizes the possibility for student receptivity 
and growth.  
 Several EHKDYLRUV�WKDW�GHQRWH�WKH�LQVWUXFWRU¶V�FDSDFLW\�WR�VHH�VWXGHQWV�DQG�HPSDWKL]H�ZLWK�
them, such as expressions of solidarity, words of encouragement, use of a considerate tone, and 
recognition of student effort, have also been shown to support student receptivity to feedback.32 
Teaching-learning relationships always pose threats to face.33 The power dynamic between 
instructor and student presents ample risk for intellectual and emotional violence. Students are 

 
29 7UHHV��HW�DO��QRWH��³%Hcause they are complex interactions that address multiple goals for multiple parties, skilled 
[feedback interventions] clearly require conditions and abilities well beyond simply being nice or friendly with 
hearers. Evidence overall suggests a pervasive dilemma good teachers must navigate: detailed, personally tailored 
[feedback interventions] are both more desirable and inherently more face-WKUHDWHQLQJ�IRU�VWXGHQWV�´����� 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., 400. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid, 412. 
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often able to sense the risk intrinsic to the educational experience. Thus, when a professor 
mitigates this risk by honoring the humanity of the student (along the lines of the aforementioned 
humanness principle) with personally affirming behaviors, students feel safer. A study carried 
out in 2002 found that one-third of all teacher-VWXGHQW�FRQIOLFWV�UHVXOWHG�IURP�VWXGHQW¶V�
SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�SURIHVVRU¶V�GDPDJLQJ�SHUVRQDO�LQWHUDFWLRQV�34 Behaviors perceived as 
³GHIHQVLYH��LQVLQFHUH��UHWDOLDWRU\��RU�KXPLOLDWLQJ´�FKLVHO�DZD\�DW�D�VWXGHQW¶V�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLth 
WKHLU�LQVWUXFWRU�DQG�WKHLU�OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW��LQIULQJLQJ�XSRQ�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�FDSDFLW\�WR�UHFHLYH�
instruction and feedback.35 
 Kerssen-Griep, et al. recommend a mentoring model of pedagogy for optimal face-
DWWHQGLQJ��7KH\�GHILQH�PHQWRULQJ�DV�DQ�³LQGLYLdualized, mutually respectful relationship between 
D�VWXGHQW�SURWpJp�DQG�DQ�H[SHUW�LQYHVWHG�LQ�JXLGLQJ�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�SURIHVVLRQDO�DQG�SHUVRQDO�
GHYHORSPHQW�´36 ,QVWUXFWLRQDO�PHQWRULQJ�LV�GHVFULEHG�DV�³D�KLJK-quality social and reciprocal 
relationship where D�WHDFKHU�LV�VHHQ�WR�QXUWXUH�VWXGHQWV¶�LQWHOOHFWXDO�JURZWK��VHOI-efficacy, 
resourcefulness, and sense of identity by helping guide their professional and personal 
GHYHORSPHQW�´37 Mentoring relationships may be harder to establish with larger class sizes, but 
elements of a mentoring relationship can still inform face-attentive practices in sermon feedback. 
With direct, personalized, motivational, affirming, yet challenging criticism, a student may feel 
seen and recognized, while also receiving individualized cultivation. When the student feels 
seen, recognized, and empowered to self-present before their peers and instructor, witnessing 
becomes possible.  
 
Witnessing as a Shared Classroom Ethic 
 
 To cultivate a face-attentive classroom environment rooted in ethics of bearing witness, 
the instructor must facilitate in developing an environment that encourages mutual witnessing 
between all parties. Kerssen-*ULHS��HW�DO��FLWH�D�QXPEHU�RI�VWXGLHV�ZKHQ�WKH\�FODLP�WKDW�³2SWLPDO�
classroom group environments themselves have been shown to exert influence on learners and 
WUDQVIRUP�WKHLU�DFKLHYHPHQWV�´38 Witnessing is not merely a set of behaviors; witnessing 
establishes a presiding classroom ethos in which mutual subjectivity is upheld. In order to revise 
practices around in-class sermon feedback according to face-attentive witnessing, instructors 
must tend to the classroom culture as a whole. In turn, the manner in which the instructor 
conducts face-attentive feedback impacts student perceptions of classroom environments.39 
Kerssen-*ULHS��HW�DO��IRXQG�WKDW�³WKH�IDFHZRUN�VWXGHQWV�H[SHULHQFHG�IURP�LQVWUXFWRUV�GXULQJ�
IHHGEDFN�KDG�D�VLJQLILFDQW�LPSDFW�RQ�WKHLU�FODVVURRP�UHODWLRQDO�DQG�HQYLURQPHQWDO�SHUFHSWLRQV�´�
Thus, the classroom offers a social system in which individual actions shape perceptions of the 
whole, and experiences of the classroom culture shape the individual.  

 
34 Tantleff-Dunn, S., Dunn, M. E., & Gokee, -��/��³8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�)DFXOW\-Student Conflict: Student Perceptions of 
7HDFKHU�&RPSHWHQFH�DQG�7UXVWZRUWKLQHVV�´�Communication Quarterly, 55, 433-450. 
35 Trees, et al., 412. 
36 Kerssen-Griep, et al., 312. 
37 Ibid., 315. 
38 Ibid., 313. 
39 The third hypothesis tested in the study reported by Kerssen-*ULHS��HW�DO���VWDWHV��³6WXGHQWV¶�UHSRUWV�RI�SRVLWLYH�DQG�
QHJDWLYH�IDFHZRUN�UHFHLYHG�IURP�LQVWUXFWRUV�GXULQJ�HYDOXDWLYH�IHHGEDFN�SRVLWLYHO\�SUHGLFW�VWXGHQWV¶�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�D�
supportive classroom FOLPDWH�´�2I�VL[�GLIIHUHQW�VWDQGDUG�PXOWLSOH�UHJUHVVLRQV��ILQGLQJV�RI�WKH�VWXG\�VXSSRUWHG�WKH�
hypothesis on five climate dimensions. Thus, the hypothesis is generally supported by the research carried out by 
Kerssen-Griep, et al. 321-323. 
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Classroom cultures participate in and consist of social matrices like those described in 
5LYHUD¶V�ZRUN��LQ�ZKLFK�DOO�SDUWLHV�DUH�YXOQHUDEOH�WR�RQH�DQRWKer in processes of identity 
negotiation. In these vulnerable spaces, wherein some students experience varying levels of 
relative privilege and power while others struggle to assert their value and strive harder for a 
sense of belonging, the instructor holds mighty influence. The dedication to bear witness to 
social matrices in the classroom translates well into face-attentive practices. Instructors have the 
opportunity to mentor students into such practices, guiding students into seeing, respecting, and 
receiving their peers. While such practices may be modeled and instilled in the most mundane 
activities, day in and day out, these practices become exceedingly clear and crucial during in-
class feedback interventions. During such interventions, instructors are not only responsible for 
their own responses to students, but also for cultivating face-attentive responses among the 
VWXGHQW¶V�SHHUV��0DQ\�SUHDFKLQJ�FODVVURRPV�LQYLWH�SHHU�HQJDJHPHQW�GXULQJ�IHHGEDFN�
interventions. For many students, offering such feedback may be an entirely new experience. If 
the instructor has been cultivating a classroom environment rooted in respect and mutuality, 
students will likely play into the trust and rapport they have already established with one another. 
But the students will also be looking for cues from the instructor for how to properly 
communicate feedback, especially critical feedback. In such cases, the mentoring approach may 
prove quite useful.  
  
The Witnessing Classroom 
 
Face-Attentive Procedures 
 

The facework principles and pedagogical ethics outlined in this paper have been 
exercised with great intention with four different groups of students. The first group consisted of 
undergraduate preaching students at Abilene Christian University. The subsequent three groups 
weUH�DOO�JUDGXDWH�VWXGHQWV�HQUROOHG�LQ�%RVWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�6FKRRO�RI�7KHRORJ\¶V�,QWUR�WR�3UHDFKLQJ�
course, for which I assistant taught. This section of the article will reflect on experiences with the 
students at Boston University School of Theology and will reference the results of a survey 
distributed to one particular group of students.  

Beginning in the spring semester of 2019, I joined Dr. David Schnasa Jacobsen in 
teaching revised curriculum for Intro to Preaching which sought to incorporate insights from 
LQWHUFXOWXUDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�WKHRU\��2XU�JRDO�ZDV�WR�WHQG�WR�VWXGHQWV¶�IDFH�QHHGV�WKURXJK�
mentoring groups of 7-8 students per group. The teaching team was encouraged to employ 
pedagogical techniques that would affirm face needs like autonomy, agency, and belonging. In 
my own group, the development of a witnessing community started in the very first group 
meeting. I gathered my students at a round table, so that we were sitting in a circle facing one 
another. This kept me from becoming the touchstone for all student relationships, enabling 
students to get to know one another better. I created ample time for student introductions and 
sought to establish a personal connection with each student. I facilitated in making connections 
between students and encouraged interactivity. Though I had removed myself from the focal 
point of the room, I demonstrated my competence as their instructor by communicating 
expectations and high standards, while also declaring my confidence in the students to meet 
those standards. By cultivating practices of witnessing from the first day of the course, I sought 
to develop a face-attentive classroom environment that would culminate in a smoother in-class 
sermon feedback process several weeks into the course.  
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For the purpose of integrating facework into student feedback interventions, we 
developed a sermon feedback process that consists of four steps. The first step is designed to 
emphasize the visibility of the preacher. In this first step, the instructor reflects back to the 
preachinJ�VWXGHQW�ZKDW�WKH\�KHDUG��7KLV�VWHS�LV�PDUNHG�E\�ODQJXDJH�WKDW�DIILUPV�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�
DXWRQRP\��VXFK�DV��³:KDW�,��SHUVRQDOO\��KHDUG�LQ�\RXU�VHUPRQ�ZDV«´�RU�³:KDW�UHDOO\�VWRRG�RXW�
WR�PH�LQ�\RXU�VHUPRQ�ZDV«´�%\�WDNLQJ�RZQHUVKLS�RI�SHUVRQDO�SHUFHSWLRQ��WKH�LQstructor does not 
impose upon the negative face needs of the student. But by naming a distinct and particular 
PHVVDJH�WKDW�WKH�LQVWUXFWRU�KHDUG�LQ�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�ZRUN��WKH�LQVWUXFWRU�WHQGV�WR�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�QHHG�
to be seen and to belong.  

In the second step, the instructor guides the class through a peer feedback process. The 
student preacher should not comment or respond during this process. This second step provides 
insight into the hermeneutical interactivity between preacher and hearer. The student preacher is 
given the opportunity to discover whether or not their intended message was received, while also 
experiencing a heightened level of care and attention from their peers. During this step, the 
instructor asks the peers a series of pointed questions, suFK�DV��³:KDW�GR�\RX�WKLQN�WKLV�SUHDFKHU�
ZDQWHG�\RX�WR�KHDU"´�DQG�³7R�ZKDW�H[WHQW�GR�\RX�WKLQN�WKH�SUHDFKHU�KDG�\RX�LQ�PLQG�DV�WKH\�
ZURWH�WKLV�VHUPRQ"´�DQG�³'LG�WKLV�VRXQG�OLNH�JRVSHO�IRU�\RX"´�7KHVH�TXHVWLRQV�WHQG�WR�GUDZ�RXW�
GHHSHU�UHIOHFWLRQ�RQ�VWXGHQW¶V relationships with their peers, and usually spur deeper theological 
UHIOHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�VHOHFWHG�WH[W�� 

The third step invites peers to identify strengths, as well as possibilities for improvement. 
In this step, it is absolutely crucial for the instructor to model face-attentive modes of 
communication. The instructor should model sincerity and precision when naming strengths, and 
D�GHGLFDWLRQ�WR�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�DXWRQRP\�DQG�DJHQF\�ZKHQ�YRLFLQJ�FULWLFLVP��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�
LQVWUXFWRU�PLJKW�VXJJHVW��³7Kis critical feedback is offered for your consideration. If it seems 
valuable or helpful, please accept it as a gift. If it seems ill-fitting or incorrect, maybe put it aside 
IRU�QRZ�´�7KLV�KRQRUV�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�FDSDFLW\�WR�FKRRVH�ZKHWKHU�WKH\�ZLOO�UHFHLYH�Whe critical 
instruction. Honoring their capacity to choose actually increases the likelihood that they will 
accept the criticism from their instructor and peers. Additionally, according to the 
aforementioned studies on facework in student feedback, if the instructor has been skillfully 
attending face needs throughout the course, the student is likelier to deem the criticism credible 
and worthwhile. 

The fourth and final step invites the preacher to have the final word. The preacher is 
invited to briefly respond to any questions or concerns raised during feedback, or they may 
simply share what they have learned through the experience. Inviting the preaching student to 
have the last word gives the student space to renegotiate their identity and sense of belonging in 
the room on their own terms. The instructor must refrain from speaking over, correcting, or 
UHIXWLQJ�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�ILQDO�ZRUG��XQOHVV�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�ILQDO�ZRUG�LV�RYHUWO\�GDPDJLQJ�RU�KDUPIXO�� 

The four-step process, by nature, disrupts the power dynamic between instructor and 
student, and generates collaboration and camaraderie among students. In what is undoubtedly the 
most face-threatening moment of a preaching class, students may actually experience a profound 
affirmation of their face needs, thus enabling them to focus on task-mastery and personal growth.  
 
Student Responses 
 

³<RXU�WHVWLPRQ\�ZDV�PRYLQJ��%XW�PRUHRYHU��,�DP�PRYHG�E\�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�ZDWFKLQJ�
you preach. I know that I was supposed to be here today to bear witness to you²to bear witness 
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to you becoming a preacher�´40 7KLV�ZDV�RQH�VWXGHQW¶V�UHVSRQVH�WR�D�FODVVPDWH�ZKR�KDG�MXVW�
preached her very first sermon. She preached from Exodus 4, in which a reluctant Moses is 
finally convinced to step into his calling.41 The poetry was not lost on the class, as they watched 
their classmate step into her own calling. $QG�WKH�SRHWU\�RI�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�UHVSRQVH�ZDV�QRW�ORVW�
on me, either. Comments like this one that emerged in the second and third steps of the feedback 
process affirmed the research outlined in this article: that facework in sermon feedback 
interventions shapes the classroom environment, and that the learning environment shapes 
student perceptions of their relationships with their peers.  

In an effort to gauge the impact of facework in the preaching classroom, a survey was 
administered to one of the Boston University School of Theology classes, which prompted 
students to reflect on the degree to which they felt their autonomy, agency, and sense of 
belonging were honored in the course. The survey questions appeared as follows: 

 
(1) Do you feel your autonomy, agency, and sense of belonging in the class as a 

preacher/theologian were honored in this course? 
(2) :KDW�GLG�\RX�OHDUQ�DERXW�\RXU�RZQ�³ZRUNLQJ�JRVSHO´�RU�³JXW�VHQVH´�RI�ZKDW�the 

gospel is? 
(3) How did the practices of preaching that you learned in this course challenge you to 

become a more critical theologian of the gospel in your sermons? 
(4) What role did sermon feedback from your instructional team play for you and your 

growth as a theologian of the Word? 
 

A total of fourteen students, all members of the same class, responded to the survey. In 
UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�ILUVW�TXHVWLRQ��WZHOYH�VWXGHQWV�UHVSRQGHG�³<HV�´�WZR�VWXGHQWV�UHVSRQGHG�
³3DUWLDOO\�´�DQG�]HUR�VWXGHQWV�UHVSRQGHG�³1R�´�*LYHQ�the anonymity of the survey, it is 
LPSRVVLEOH�WR�NQRZ�LI�WKH�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�DQVZHUHG�³3DUWLDOO\´�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�WKH�VDPH�PHQWRULQJ�
group with the same instructor. What is abundantly clear in the responses of the two students is 
that both students experienced face threats in their groups and did not perceive threat mitigation 
from their instructor or peers. There seems to be some connection between their response to the 
first question, and their response to the final question. One student responded to the final 
TXHVWLRQ�GHIHQVLYHO\��VWDWLQJ��³,W�GHILQLWHO\�UHPLQGHG�PH�WKDW�WKH�DXGLHQFH�,�KDYH�PLJKW�QHYHU�
OLVWHQ�WR�PH��EXW�WKDW¶V�QRW�DOZD\V�P\�IDXOW�´�)DFHZRUN�UHVHDUFK�LOOXPLQDWHV�WKH�FRQQHFWLRQ�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�VHQVH�WKDW�WKHLU�IDFH�QHHGV�ZHUH�RQO\�SDUWLDlly met, and their defensive 
response. This response is consistent with the tested hypothesis from Trees, et al., which stated, 
³6WXGHQWV¶�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�LQVWUXFWRUV¶�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�IDFH�FRQFHUQV�ZLOO�SRVLWLYHO\�SUHGLFW�VWXGHQWV¶�
assessment of feedback usefulQHVV�´42 7UHHV��HW�DO��QRWHG�WKDW��³)DFH-attentive [feedback 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV@�VKRXOG�KHOS�PLWLJDWH�WKH�LGHQWLW\�WKUHDWV�WKDW�RWKHUZLVH�ZLOO�VWHHU�OHDUQHUV¶�
cognitive attention toward off-task identity-SURWHFWLRQ�´43 It is possible that this student veered 

 
40 Permission was received to share this quote, though the student requested anonymity.  
41 The student specifically focused on the following segment of her selected biblical text:  
³%XW�0RVHV�VDLG�WR�WKH�/RUG��³2�P\�/RUG��,�KDYH�QHYHU�EHHQ�HORTXHQW��QHLWKHU�in the past nor even now that you 
KDYH�VSRNHQ�WR�\RXU�VHUYDQW��EXW�,�DP�VORZ�RI�VSHHFK�DQG�VORZ�RI�WRQJXH�´�7KHQ�WKH�/RUG�VDLG�WR�KLP��³:KR�JLYHV�
speech to mortals? Who makes them mute or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I, the Lord? Now go, and I will be with 
\RXU�PRXWK�DQG�WHDFK�\RX�ZKDW�\RX�DUH�WR�VSHDN�´´�([RGXV�����-12 (NRSV) 
42 Trees, et al., 400.  
43 Ibid. 
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inWR�³RII-task identity-SURWHFWLRQ´�ZKHQ�WKH\�HQFRXQWHUHG�XQPLWLJDWHG�IDFH�WKUHDWV�GXULQJ�VHUPRQ�
feedback. 

7KH�RWKHU�VWXGHQW�ZKR�UHVSRQGHG�³3DUWLDOO\´�WR�WKH�ILUVW�TXHVWLRQ�DOVR�LQGLFDWHG�D�OHYHO�RI�
face threat in their response to the fourth question of the survey. This student did not exhibit any 
defensive behavior, but instead resigned to a sense of personal failure and incompetence. The 
VWXGHQW�UHVSRQGHG�WR�WKH�IRXUWK�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�VXUYH\��VD\LQJ��³,�DSSUHFLDWHG�WKH�KRQHVW\��>«@�,�
focused on the scope of the sermon within 5 minutes and I failed to put myself in the sermon. 
>«@�,�GLG�QRW�GR�D�JRRG�MRE�´�7KLV�VWXGHQW�DOVR�FLWHG�QHJDWLYH�FULWLTXHV�IURP�SHHUV�LQ�WKHLU�
UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�WKLUG�TXHVWLRQ��DQG�RIIHUHG�DQ�H[SODQDWLRQ�IRU�WKHLU�EOXQGHU��VD\LQJ��³>«@�my 
peers felt I focused on narrative and lacked confession. It was just I ran out of time, I should 
KDYH�VFRSHG�QDUUDWLYH�GRZQ�DQG�EURXJKW�RXW�FRQIHVVLRQ�´�,Q�WKLV�FDVH��LW�VHHPV�WKH�VWXGHQW�ZDV�
abundantly receptive to criticism, but also left the feedback intervention feeling deflated and 
disconnected from peers.  

2I�WKH�WZHOYH�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�UHVSRQGHG�³<HV´�WR�WKH�ILUVW�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�VXUYH\��DOO�WZHOYH�
identified in their responses areas of growth, and lessons learned from in-class instruction and 
feedbacN��2QH�VWXGHQW��LQ�SDUWLFXODU��UHVSRQGHG�WR�WKH�IRXUWK�TXHVWLRQ�VD\LQJ��³7KH�IHHGEDFN�,�
received was spot on. It reinforced my knowledge of a weakness I was aware of in my delivery. 
And it gave me more confidence in my ability to find authenticity in my preaching even with a 
GLIILFXOW�WH[W�´�7KLV�UHVSRQVH�LQGLFDWHV�UHFHSWLYLW\�WR�FULWLFDO�IHHGEDFN��LQ�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�
perceived facework from the teaching team.  

2I�WKH�WZHOYH�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�UHVSRQGHG�³<HV´�WR�WKH�ILUVW�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�VXUYH\��VHYHQ�
students indicated elsewhere in the survey a new (or renewed) sense of connection and solidarity 
with peers and colleagues. In response to the third question of the survey, one student responded, 
³+DYLQJ�WKH�VSDFH�WR�ZRUNVKRS�ZLWK�WKH�UHDGLQJV�DQG�ZLWK�IHOORZ�WKHRORJLans was so valuable. 
Being able to contribute to others and having my own thoughts nurtured and developed was an 
LPSRUWDQW�SDUW�RI�EHLQJ�DEOH�WR�JURZ�LQ�P\�DELOLW\�WR�GR�PLQLVWU\�´�$QRWKHU�VWXGHQW�UHVSRQGHG�WR�
WKH�IRXUWK�TXHVWLRQ��VWDWLQJ��³7KH�TXHVWLRQV�Dnd feedback I received from both my TF and my 
FODVVPDWHV�ZDV�YLWDO�LQ�KHOSLQJ�PH�UHFRJQL]H�KRZ�P\�ZRUGV�ZHUH�UHVRQDWLQJ�ZLWK�RWKHUV�´�7KHVH�
UHVXOWV�VHHP�WR�FRQILUP�WKDW�D�VWXGHQW¶V�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�VXFFHVVIXO�IDFHZRUN�IURP�WKHLU�LQVWUXFWRU�
shapes not only their reception to critical feedback, but also their perception of the learning 
environment with their peers.  
 
Conclusion 
 
 In-class sermon feedback interventions are inherently face-threatening situations in which 
D�VWXGHQW¶V�VRFLDO�DQG�SHUVRQDO�QHHGV�HDVLO\�RYHUULGH�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�FDSDFLW\�WR�LQWHUSUHW�DQG�
receive instructional feedback. Adept facework, however, mitigates face threat, and opens 
greater possibility for the student to receive instruction and work toward task-mastery and skill 
development. Although facework in sermon feedback is important, developing a classroom 
environment in which face needs are regularly tended to in the ebb and flow of the course may 
contribute to threat mitigation. Orienting a face-attentive pedagogy to an ethic of bearing witness 
joins the instructor and students alike in a shared process of responding to one another with care 
and openness. The ethical obligations conferred in the power-laden space between instructor and 
student require ethical intention to uphold the subjectivity of students. To deny the obligation to 
tend carefully to those gathered in the space of the classroom is to risk bearing false witness to 
VWXGHQWV¶�WKHRORJLFDO�IRUPDWLRQ�DV�D�SUHDFKHU��%XW�LQ�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�D�ZLWQHVVLQJ�FRPPXQLW\��
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instructors help preaching students emerge in their faith communities as ones who bear witness 
to both God and others.  

Fundamentally, instructors who bear witness to the particularity of students, whose face 
needs find diverse expression in classroom environments, create an atmosphere in which 
students feel seen and empowered. By modeling such witnessing behavior, instructors create a 
classroom environment in which students learn how to bear witness to each other. By embracing 
EHKDYLRUV�WKDW�DIILUP�VWXGHQWV¶�SRVLWLYH and negative face needs, and by skillfully discerning 
when and how to mitigate face threats, instructors optimize learning opportunities for their 
students, especially in the context of sermon feedback. 

  


