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Lay Speakers preach for the love of preaching…because they feel strongly they have something that God wants them to say.  They are not preachers by profession, but they fill pulpits and peach at retirement centers, nursing homes, and at other times simply because they wish to contribute an ability, a gift to the service of God.  

But, Lay Speakers who do any preaching at all find themselves in a unique position, faced perhaps with pressures greater than those of a paid minister, simply because preaching is not their chosen profession.  Yet, they confront the same demands of preparing and delivering a sermon, as does a paid preacher.  They go through the same anxieties and trauma of preparing a theologically correct sermon just as do paid ministers, and they are judged based on the quality of their sermon just as is a paid minister. Perhaps in some ways that judgment is more sever than that given a paid minister because, unlike the paid minister, they are simply a devotee of the skill of preaching.

Because of this implicit commitment, most Lay Speakers I know covet a strong passion to preach as good a sermon as can be preached, to make the output of their thoughts and research as theologically correct as possible, with the hope that the sermon will contribute to the spiritual growth of those who will hear it.  Those Lay Speakers I know who preach regularly tend to be too self-judgmental about their efforts, and are conscientious about wanting to know whether or not they have done the job well.  More importantly, self-improvement is a high priority with them, and they are constantly looking for reliable comments that will offer specifics regarding increasing their competence 

They welcome the test of preaching against scripture to insure they are saying what is truly so.  They are anxious about wanting to do the best job possible.  Consequently, when they ask a confidant, “How’d I do?”, they’re not asking the friend to brag on their performance.  They’re asking the friend for an honest appraisal of their effort of sermon development and delivery.  Was the presentation true to the Scriptures?  Were the comments accurate relative to the theological doctrine of the United Methodist Church?  Did the comments (and thoughts) “track” logically through the transition of the sermon?  These are more than “What do you think?” kinds of questions.

Call it what you will, an evaluation, a critique, a rating, a review, an appraisal…as a sermon listener, it is something we all do subconsciously.  Anytime we hear a sermon offered by anyone, we mentally assess how well the one preaching did in putting the point across.  It makes little difference what we call it, but each Sunday that we walk out of the worship service and shake the hand of the minister, the comments offered are carefully filed by the speaker and assessed along with similar remarks offered by other congregants.  The minister truly wants to know how well he or she did.  It isn’t being egotistical and they don’t always want to hear what is said – truth or not.  Still, all-in-all, because he or she is committed to representing God in an honest, accurate fashion, they accept the comments for later review at which time they either do some personal follow-up work or they disregard the comments.  

Few ministers, though, have the courage to ask questions specific enough to elicit that certain truth so very much needed.  Instead, they tend to rely only on stray exit comments, some meant to be only cordial, but others offered with deeper intentions to suggest subliminally a serious review.  To the Lay Speaker, such remarks translate into whether or not one is offered the opportunity of returning at some future time to present another sermon or having to be satisfied with a “one-Sunday stand.”  

Paid ministers who are serious about wanting to know how well they have done have resorted to various methods of accumulating sermon appraisal data.  Some use forms distributed to trusted laypersons within the congregation who are conscientious about offering a fair evaluation.  Some use their spouse as a feedback committee of one – but generally never until Monday afternoon after the sermon preached the previous morning.  Others in larger churches may use other associates to render a judgment of their efforts.  Still others employ no feedback system except the handshake of the congregant at the close of the service.  The occasional outraged congregant who objects vehemently to the minister’s efforts may make an deliberate effort to meet with the minister to discuss the sermon, but that happens only rarely and then on very restricted grounds.

There are all kinds of experiences documented by ministers and churches regarding the success and/or failure of some sort of sermon evaluation system.  However, the approach I like best, especially for possible use by Lay Speaking Ministers I am calling A Lay Speaking Ministries Preaching Group.  This is pattered after a program outlined in Perspective Vol3 No2 © Pearl Beach Press 1999, published on the WEB site at http://perspective.aust.net.  It proposes a group of ministers (Lay Speakers in our case) meeting regularly to talk and pray and encourage one another in the task of “feeding the people of God?" They suggest that at least three other people who would be willing to make a commitment to the improvement and development of their preaching skills be identified and agree to meet together for this purpose. The WEB site proposes the following format. 

· Meet once a month.

· Talk about any books you've read. 

· Ask one person to present an outline or a copy of a sermon preached recently.

· Ask the person to make available an audiotape of that sermon for review by the group.

· Critique the sermon and the tape.

· Share any thing that you have done recently in your church that have worked well and contributed to the mission of the church.

· Pray for each other. 

Obviously, this will take some time - at least two hours - but two hours investment in making God's Word clearer to his people is time well invested. It will also require a compassionate attitude among all who participate in sharing opinions and observations honestly and without any deliberate intent of doing harm.

Here are some guidelines for Sermon evaluation:

Sermon Evaluation 

· Title: 

· Passage: 

· What was the Structure? 

· Did points flow naturally from one to the other? 

· What was the central idea? 

· Did this reflect the central idea of the text? 

· How was Scripture handled? 

· Did the Introduction engage attention? 

· Did the conclusion draw the ideas to a satisfactory climax? 

· Did the illustrations work? 

· Is the whole range of the preachers voice used? 

· Are there quirks of pronunciation or bad speech pattern that need correcting? Consider the use of “uhs” and “ands”.

These are just some of the questions that need to be asked and points that need to be considered.

Additionally, there are any numbers of evaluation forms available that could be used to evaluate a sermon.  I think, however, that if a form is used, the group that agrees to make such a commitment should develop the form.  

Sermon Evaluation 

· Title: 

· Passage: 

· What was the central idea of the sermon? 

· Did the introduction engage attention?

· Did the introduction reflect the central idea of the text? 

· Did points flow naturally from one to the other? 

· How was Scripture handled? 

· Did the conclusion draw the ideas to a satisfactory climax? 

· What was the “leave with” point of the sermon?

· Did the illustrations work? 

· Was the whole range of the preachers voice used? 

· Are there quirks of pronunciation or bad speech pattern that need correcting? Consider the use of “uhs” and “ands”.

