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“We teach who we are”
(Palmer, 1998/1999, The spiritual life…para. 1)

• Passion to resource and connect

• Passion to 
facilitate access

• Passion for hospitality

Defining spiritual formation

• “one’s growth towards spiritual 
maturity, which is reflected in 
one’s relationships with God, 
self, and others” (Ma, 2003, p. 
321) 

• “loving God and neighbor…advancing true growth in our 
identity in Christ" (Coe, 2000, p. 86)

• ‘training-in-righteousness, a training-in-love” (ibid, p. 89)

The literature – key concerns & 
possible solutions

• a)  Can spiritual transformation happen at all 
online? 

– Only in f2f contexts?

– Intentionality

– Can there be any genuineness in   
relationships or true expressions of community 

online?

a)  Can spiritual transformation 
happen at all online? Contd.

• Could it be 
‘both/and’?

• Head, heart, hands

• Communities of 
learning

• How genuine are f2f 
communities?!
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Advantages of a f2f /blended mix

• >> Stronger 
community than either 
on their own

• Visibility of Christian 
lifestyle modelled

b) How sustainable is good e-
teaching?

• The cost of relating 
well online

• Can we really 
‘know’ online 
students?

• The 24/7 e-
educator

c) And if we still want to be 
involved?!

• Assignment work that encourages spiritual 
formation e.g.

– Reflective journalling
– Encouraging self-disclosure
– Threaded discussions
– Group sizes

d) Online interactivity for genuine 
learning?

• Gristy, probing 
questions

• Fostering online 
dialogue

• Facilitating genuine 
inquiry, not ‘right’
answers

e) Safety concerns f) Motives

• Institutional

• Student
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g) Faculty role changes – can we 
handle them? The project

• Creating “space in which God can act and 
speak” (Nouwen, 1995, para. 11) 

Where? How?

• Year groups? 
• Particular papers?

• Specific activities? e.g.,
– Interaction with lecturers?

– Students?
– Online discussions?
– Readings & content?

• Onsite intensives?
• Hindrances?

Year 1- faith grows & is challenged

� “Being treated as an adult, the openness of 
thinking demonstrated by the tutors made a 
big difference. I experienced BTI as a ‘safe 
place’ to be. I was challenged in my thinking 
and yet not told how or what to think.” (St 9)

� “I enjoyed the diverse faith journeys of other 
students” (St 10)

Year 1- self-awareness, personal 
growth

� “[Name of paper] “was instrumental in kick 
starting my personal growth by having to face up 
to issues which had been sitting in the 
background undealt with. If undealt with they 
would have had significant implications in my 
work as a counsellor.” (St 8)

Year 1- A learning community 
begins

� “All the year one papers were structured in such 
a way that our group became very close and 
very supportive of each other” (St 8)

� “On-line allows for more personal reflection on 
readings so a more prayerful response is likely 
both in starting a discussion and in responding 
to others” (St 10)
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Year 2 – Integration…

� “Year 2 was more of an integration year 
whereby who I am became integrated into 
who I am as a counsellor which included 
the way I manage clients’ beliefs as well 
as maintaining my own...I began to 
consider how I can get along with others 
without it being compulsory that we think 
the same way” (St 3)

Year 2 – Building 

� “Having had the experience of the two on-site 
blocks in year one, the on-line experience was 
now enhanced, and encouragement of each 
other’s growth became a natural flow-on. This 
had the effect of a sense of safety in being able 
to receive and give challenges to each other –
prompting growth” (St 10)

Year 3 – Consolidation; 
emergence

� “In a way this year has been a drawing 
together of Yr 1 and 2 – a relief actually!”
(St 12)

� “This year was my best, things started 
making sense and all the subjects 
seemed to gel together. My confidence 
grew…” (St 7)

Particular papers?

• All given specific mention, not just ones 
that might seem more likely

Interaction with lecturers?

� “I found [mentions 4 specific names] to be 
very down to earth, open, respectful, and 
approachable. Their contributions to the 
discussion forums and creative and 
challenging questions were stimulating for 
me” (St. 9)

Interaction with other students?

� “with no judgement in sight but lots of humour”
(St 1)

� “I valued the input of the ‘non-Christian’ students 
very much, and believe they brought some very 
valuable and important perspectives and 
thoughts to our discussions and group dynamic. 
I use the term ‘non-Christian’ reluctantly – but 
there were two people who identified themselves 
in this way, so feel able to put it out there like 
this” (St 9)
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Online discussions?

� “These often served as stepping stones to 
growth by stimulating my mind to think in 
different directions as I considered the 
perspectives of other students” (St 4)

� “Forum discussions can vary from being 
quite brief and informational to being really 
significant in their level of sharing, insight, 
encouragement & growth” (St 2)

‘Safety’ in online discussions

� “I found it difficult when certain people who 
seemed to have very set and closed 
minded ideas shared their faith 
experiences. In these situations I felt as 
though I could not be totally open about 
my thoughts and perspectives.” (St 9)

Relationship-building online

� “This helped develop and [sic] connection 
with the other flexi students that I think will 
last a lifetime” (St 6)

� “We had moved from corresponding with 
strangers on the forums to a new BTI 
community of caring people” (St 10)

Online discussions better than f2f?

• More reflective

• Can think before posting > more open

• Can share more vulnerably

• Can contribute at their own pace

Online discussions better than f2f?

• Quiet students are ‘heard’

� “I enjoyed the forum discussions as they 
challenged us into actually taking a 
position on something. Sometimes it was 
neither right or [sic] wrong but it did force 
me to think about what I think…and why”
(St 7) 

Course readings?

� “Flexi allowed time to read articles then put 
something online and then be able to  discuss it 
with others and therefore to develop ideas 
further (or find shortfalls)” (St. 1) 



6

Onsite intensives?

� “These experiences were the highlight of my 
studies” (St 3)

� “I think it’s a necessary part of the programme 
even though I hated getting there. It was always 
worth it” (St 7)

� “Something very special about these. Definitely 
touch the heart and soul…” (St 11)

� “essential to putting the flesh on all the book 
learning (the bones)” (St 12)

Intensives - positives

Intensives - positives Other factors?

· Reflective journalling
• Discussing the content of different papers 

at home 
• Time with a ‘study buddy’, prayer partner 

or local classmate to ‘chew the fat’
• supervision and personal counselling

Hindrances to formation

• Their own issues

� “Me – when I would sometimes doubt my 
ability to become the person I desired” (St. 
1)]

Hindrances to formation (2)

• Feelings of isolation and insufficient involvement 
of tutors

� “Little communication with the tutors is a big 
hindrance” (St 7)

� “Even a very short personal note from a lecturer 
would generate renewed enthusiasm for the 
subject at hand  - a general note saying ‘I am 
reading all your forum entries’ is just not the 
same” (St 12)
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Other hindrances

• Strongly opinionated classmates 

• The challenges of juggling 
family, church involvements, & 
study 

• Friends (outside of BTI) or family 
who didn’t like to see them 
change or grow 

‘Blue skies’ student suggestions

• Programme content

� “The whole spiritual growth / 
transformation theme could be woven 
more [through] the whole programme, not 
just addressed in the courses related 
specifically to faith matters” (St 9)

Intentionality in spiritual 
transformation 

• Buddies

• Journalling

• More specific sharing

• Accountability

• Keep groups small

While onsite…

• Tutor time – pastoral in nature

• Group time

• Retreat / prayer

Reflections

• Importance of the e-
tutor

• Importance of some 
f2f time -
accumulative

• The best of both 
worlds

• “Transformation is a 
gift from the creating 
God" (Vogel, 1991, p. 112)

Discussion and questions


