
 
 
 

The Perkins Center for Preaching Excellence at SMU 
Preaching Peer Group Initiative 

 

The Perkins Center for Preaching Excellence at SMU, now in its fourth year, is dedicated to 
enhancing the quality of Christian preaching in local congregations through mentoring programs, 
continuing education events, and the formation of preaching peer groups.  

Over the past four years the Center has launched peer groups in Arkansas, Central Texas, Texas, 
Tennessee, Louisiana, and the Great Plains Conferences of the United Methodist Church. Groups 
are composed of 10-12 members who meet for a year around a curriculum focused on narrative 
as a vehicle for sharing the gospel, with the motto, “Share the Story, Shape the World.” We are 
in the process of expanding our menu of topics.  

• First Cohort 4 groups 2014-2016 Louisiana, Arkansas, North Texas, Houston Area  
• Second Cohort 4 groups 2015-2017 (same areas) 
• Third cohort 5 groups 2017-2018 (North Texas, Central Texas, Nashville Episcopal Area 

(Memphis and TN Annual Conferences), and Louisiana.  
• This represents 143 clergy participants and 15 conveners benefiting from the program so 

far. 
 
Each group has a local convener, a pastor with a reputation as a gifted communicator and skills 
for small group leadership. The convener keeps the group organized and convenes each session. 
Sessions include discussion of a reading followed by viewing sermons by group members with 
constructive feedback guided by a rubric developed by Drs. McKenzie and Allen. In addition to 
the convener, each group also has a homiletical consultant, a preaching professor who offers 
several webinars for the group during their year together. The reading plan for a group includes 
writings by their homiletical consultant. Each homiletical consultant works with two groups, 
which cuts the cost for their remuneration by an Annual Conference in half.  

Homiletical Consultants have included Dr. Karla Bellinger, Associate Director of the John S. 
Marten Program in Homiletics and Liturgics, Notre Dame, Dr. Richard Eslinger, Professor of 
Homiletics, United Seminary, Dayton, Ohio; Dr. Thomas G. Long, Bandy Professor of 
Homiletics, Emeritus, Candler School of Theology, Dr. Lee Ramsey, Marlon and Sheila Foster 
Professor of Pastoral Theology and Homiletics and Associate Director of the Methodist House of 
Studies, and Dr. Leah Schade, Associate Professor of Preaching and Worship, Lexington 
Theological Seminary.  



At the beginning of their year together, conveners and homiletical consultants meet at Perkins for 
training in sermon feedback and group leadership, led by members of the Perkins Center for 
Preaching Excellence Leadership Team, Dr. Alyce McKenzie, Dr. O. Wesley Allen, Jr. and Dr. 
W. Craig Gilliam. Dr. Gilliam conducts regular conference calls with conveners and consultants 
to check in and address any concerns or questions that arise. At the end of the year, a member of 
the PCPE leadership team visits with the group in person to get their insights into what was 
helpful and how the experience could be improved.  

Dr. McKenzie is the Le Van Professor of Preaching and Worship at Perkins School of Theology, 
an Altshuler Distinguished Teaching Professor, and the Director of the Perkins Center for 
Preaching Excellence. Dr. Allen, a prolific author and gifted teacher, is the Lois Craddock 
Perkins Professor of Homiletics at Perkins School of Theology. Dr. Gilliam is the Director of the 
Center for Pastoral Excellence of the Louisiana Annual Conference with twenty five years of 
experience in working with congregations in the areas of conflict transformation, leadership 
education, team building and group process.  He is also a published poet.  
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