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Relational Preaching
HAROLD T. BRYSON

Toward the end of the 1960s, a relation
al revolution emerged in America. 
John D. Rockefeller III described such 
a revolution as "a desire to achieve a 
person-centered society, instead of one 
built around materialism and large im
personal institutions which breed con
formity rather than individuality and 
creativity.”1 Bruce Larson described 
the detectability of the revolution as 
the attempt "to see a rediscovery of the 
worth and importance of the individual 
as over against content, methods, pro
grams, techniques, theories of person
ality, or 'the group.’ ”2 The relational 
revolution affected such people-serving 
institutions as education, medicine, 
psychiatry, penology, government, and 
social work. The populus demonstrated 
an unrest toward depersonalization. 
During the 1960s and the 1970s the re
lational revolution championed the em
phasis that people were more 
important than the goods sold them, 
the services given them, and the cur
riculum taught them. Depersonaliza
tion gave way to personalization.

The relational revolution affected 
the church. Taking their cue from the 
secular human potential movement, 
religious leaders emphasized that the 
church also needed to recover the im
portance of personhood. Rational and 
doctrinal emphases of many evangeli
cal churches had neglected the rela
tional aspect of the gospel which was 
the command to love God, to love self, 
and to love your neighbor as yourself. 
Out of the relational revolu tion theolo
gians began to talk about "a relational 
theology.”3 Bruce Larson, an ordained 
United Presbyterian minister, became 

one of the chief theoreticians of rela
tional theology. In Larson’s book The 
Relational Revolution he insisted that 
"the Kingdom of God is in truth the 
kingdom of right relationships.”4 Stat
ed simply, relational theology empha
sized that Jesus Christ enables a person 
to have a meaningful relationship with 
God, with self, to significant others, and 
to the world.5

The emphases of relational theology 
began to affect immediately the minis
tries of the church. The disciplines of 
evangelism, pastoral ministry, counsel
ing, and preaching began to emphasize 
the personal dimension. In some ways 
these disciplines had become deperson
alized both in theory and in practice. 
Such depersonalization was noticed 
when evangelism stressed doctrinal 
propositions more than a personal rela
tionship with God, when pastoral min
istry stressed the "doing of things” 
rather than relating to people, when 
counseling focused on methodology 
more than the uniqueness of each per
son, and when sermons were viewed as 
public orations.

Relational theologians influenced re
lational practice of ministry. Harold 
Rutledge, professor of psychology and 
counseling at New Orleans Baptist 
Theological Seminary, sought to move 
his students to a relationship of coun
selor with counselee. Rutledge even 
called his method of counseling "Rela
tional Counseling.”6 Numerous other 
pastoral counselors became more per
son centered in counseling. Spokesper
sons in evangelism became more 
relational with an emphasis on life
style evangelism. Noticeably, pastoral 
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leadership also stressed both the per
sonhood of the pastor and the dignity of 
persons in the church.

Unfortunately the ministry of 
preaching has slipped into impersonal 
dimensions. Such impersonalization 
may be noticed when the preacher fails 
to notice God’s personal involvement in 
the preaching event, when the preach
er fails to acknowledge personhood, 
when the preacher treats the sermon as 
abstract material rather than a self-ex
pression or a personal word from God, 
and when the preacher treats the audi
ence in an I-It relationship.

Over the past fifteen years (1970-85) 
some incisive writers as well as some 
preachers turned toward more rela
tional emphases. Perhaps a good title 
for their emphasis would be "relational 
preaching.” The most prominent prac- 
tioners in the relational emphasis are 
Keith Miller, an Episcopal layman; 
Lloyd Ogilvie, senior minister of First 
Presbyterian Church, Hollywood, Cali
fornia; and Bruce Larson. These 
preachers and others like them empha
size personal relationships with God, 
self, and others. The most prominent 
theorists in relational preaching are 
David K. Switzer in Pastor, Preacher, 
Person: Developing a Pastoral Ministry 
in Depth; Edgar A. Jackson, A Psy
chology of Preaching; and Hans Van 
Der Geest, Presence in the Pulpit: the 
Impact of Personality in Preaching.

The act of preaching needs to be un
derstood as a relational experience. 
Various personal dimensions need to be 
investigated in order to establish the 
theory and practice of relational 
preaching. Preaching is always mul
tidimensional. It is God’s acting in 
order to create personal involvement of 
the preacher with Him and with other 
persons. Preaching is relational in the 
interrelated theological, psychological, 
and sociological dimensions.

The Theological Dimensions
At the heart of the preaching event is 
the presence and action of God. No per
son has really preached until the two- 
sided encounter between preacher and 
congregation has made room for the 
third dimension, namely the immi
nence and involvement of God in the 
preaching process.7 The apostle Paul 
described his preaching: "We are now 
Christ’s ambassadors, as though Christ 
were appealing direct to you through 
us” (2 Cor. 5:20).8 This is to say that God 
is speaking His Word to persons 
through the preacher.

Neglecting the theological factor can 
be detrimental. If God is not personally 
involved in the preparation, delivery, 
and aftermath of preaching, then the 
experience does not deserve the name 
"preaching.” To omit God’s personal in
volvement makes the preaching task a 
humanistic endeavor. Without the per
sonal involvement of God, the preach
ing task becomes a humanistic pursuit 
of literary finesse; symmetrical, 
homiletical structure; polished elocu
tion; or the winsome personality of the 
preacher. While all these human ele
ments matter, "all is vain unless the 
Holy One comes” to the preaching task. 
So, any person who thinks about the 
preaching task needs to involve God in 
the preaching event.

Thinking of God being involved in 
preaching begins with thoughts about 
the nature of God. God has disclosed 
Himself in personal relationships. Bib
lical writers spoke of God in personal 
terms. God made Himself known so 
that human beings can relate to Him. 
The nature of God as seen in the Bible 
is one of personal relationships.

Relational theologians stress the per
sonhood of God. Bruce Larson makes a 
distinction "between God and the reli
gion about God.”9 To relate to God 
means an emphasis on relationship 
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rather than abstract rules. According 
to Bruce Larson the personal God did 
give rules in the Ten Commandments 
and the Beatitudes, but these rules 
were disclosures of the personal nature 
of God. That is to say, the rules dis
closed the kind of God who wanted to 
relate to human beings.10

H. H. Farmer in the book The Ser
vant of the Word described preaching 
as an "I-Thou relationship.”11 Farmer 
borrowed Martin Buber’s term from 
the book I and Thou.12 Buber contrast
ed two forms of interactions between 
persons. One interaction is an I-It con
nection which is the treating of persons 
as objects or things. It is to treat others 
as if they do not have the capacity to 
think, decide, relate, or ask. Buber’s 
other interaction is the I-Thou connec
tion, in which persons relate to one an
other as persons. In the nature of God, 
and in the event of preaching, the eter
nal person "I” relates to people as 
"Thou.” Consequently, preaching 
needs to be considered in a more theo
logical, relational way.

Many writers on preaching have 
tried to describe God’s personal in
volvement in preaching. Both William 
L. Malcomson and John Claypool de
scribed preaching as an encounter of 
congregation, preacher, and message.13 
Claypool said that when the word of 
God was spoken by the preacher an 
event happened.14 Claypool compared 
God’s involvement in proclamation as a 
duet or a dance "where one Partner in
vites the other to participate in a 
shared adventure.”15 If preaching does 
not have God in the duet or as the danc
ing Partner, then preaching is purely 
humanistic or propositional.

Thinking of a personal God’s being 
involved in the act of preaching can 
lead to wrong conclusions. On one 
hand, you can think that God hijacks 
the sermon; and everything about the 

sermon is all God. This conclusion 
would depersonalize the preacher. Yet, 
on the other hand, you can think that 
God is left out of the act of preaching. 
This conclusion would make preaching 
a humanistic endeavor. Neither alter
native makes preaching relational. 
Perhaps the most biblical and realistic 
description of preaching is that a per
sonal God invites a human being to 
help get His Word to people.

Karl Barth in the early part of the 
twentieth century characterized 
preaching as "the word of God and the 
word of Man.”16 Barth named three 
forms for God’s Word: proclaimed 
word, written word, and the revealed 
word. Barth said that a sermon is more 
than a description of what God is or 
what God does or a meditation of what 
we shall be or do. According to Karl 
Barth, God wants the sermon to be His 
own living voice. Preaching according 
to Barth would be letting God’s Word 
be heard through the words of a person.

Preaching is more than saying 
words. It is a personal encounter of the 
living Lord with people through the 
preacher. To preach is not to give good 
advice or to set forth a theology. To 
preach is to become a part of a redemp
tive deed where the living, personal, re
deeming God encounters people 
through the preacher. Donald G. Miller 
said, "True preaching is an extension of 
the Incarnation into the contemporary 
moment, the transfiguring of the Cross 
and the Resurrection from ancient 
facts of a remote past into living reali
ties of the present.”17 Miller concluded 
that in a sermon, "Christ is the preach
er.”18

Clyde Fant, a contemporary homilist, 
stressed God’s involvement in preach
ing. In his book Preaching for Today19 
he advocated that in preaching God 
takes on flesh in the preacher. Fant 
used the incarnation of Jesus as the 
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truest model for communication. In the 
incarnation the eternal God took on 
flesh. Likewise, in preaching God en
ters into preaching, and His Word con
tinues to become flesh in the experience 
of a congregation. He enters into the 
event and relates both to the preacher 
and to the hearers.

Perhaps the excessive emphasis on 
the oratorical elements of preaching 
have overshadowed the relational di
mension of God’s involvement. P. T. 
Forsyth said, "It [preaching] is quite 
different from oratory. . . . The orator 
comes with but an inspiration, the 
prophet comes with a revelation.”20 
Elocution, literary finesse, logical ar
rangement, movement, and personal 
appeal of the preacher constitute 
oratorical elements of preaching; but 
another vital dimension of preaching is 
God working through a human agent. 
Relational preaching begins with the 
theological premise that God Himself is 
intimately and personally involved in 
the sermon. At the heart of the term 
"Word of God” is the establishment of 
a communion, a relationship. When 
God speaks through human beings, He 
speaks to elicit a personal response in 
relation to Himself.

The Intrapersonal Dimension
In addition to the theological dimen
sion of preaching as a divine/human 
encounter, there is also another dimen
sion. It is the intrapersonal dimension. 
Relational preaching is that kind of 
preaching which stresses that a real 
human being delivers God’s Word. The 
preacher is no flawless computer whose 
information comes by study and re
search and then is delivered with im
peccable oratory. While homiletical 
and speech principles need to be prac
ticed, they must not be emphasized to 
the exclusion of the human factor of 
the preacher.

Relational preaching emphasizes the 
personality of the preacher. The impor
tance of the person who preaches is no 
new idea. Phillips Brooks wrote that 
"preaching is the communication of 
truth by man to men” and "preaching 
is the bringing of truth through person
ality.”21 Who the preacher is as a per
son relates to what the sermon will be, 
how the audience is impacted, and how 
the sermon is delivered. Hans Van Der 
Geest in Presence in the Pulpit: the Im
pact of Personality in Preaching em
phasized the impact of the preacher’s 
personality in sermon delivery.22 That 
which makes preaching different is the 
preacher’s personality. Neither God 
nor His message change. Intrapersonal 
factors create infinite variety in ser
mons.

Sermons consist of words. A word is 
not merely a sound. The words of a ser
mon constitute the self-expression of a 
person. Preaching is a personal act of 
self-revelation. It is the making visible 
of that which is internal to one’s own 
being. Words disclose the inner being of 
a person. When people hear sermons, 
they get to know the personality of the 
preacher. After hearing a preacher 
preach many sermons, one lady said, "I 
feel I know the preacher because of his 
sermons.” The words serve as a means 
of disclosing the personality of the 
preacher. That which has been interior 
to one’s being becomes exterior to oth
ers.

Preaching becomes much more effec
tive when sermons come from a grow
ing, relational person. Maybe some 
help would be gained by investigating 
selected intrapersonal traits which 
would make the preacher more rela
tional. One should keep in mind that 
God is also involved in helping the 
preacher with these intrapersonal 
qualities. A prominent intrapersonal 
trait the relational preacher needs is 
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transparency. This quality allows one
self to be known as a human being to 
other people. Transparency assumes 
that one has a degree of self-under
standing and has the ability to com
municate his/her authentic self to 
another person.

Appropriate self-disclosure tends to 
give a person a point of identification 
with another person, a sense of being 
fully understood, and the feeling of 
being a part of an authentic human re
lationship.23 Preachers who tend to 
play the role of Reverend Example or 
Dr. Perfect or Reverend Unknown rob 
their congregations of needed identifi
cations. Hearers of sermons have diffi
culty in identifying with a person who 
refuses to be transparent. Unfortunate
ly, some people have the feeling about 
the preacher they hear every week, 
"He could not understand my prob
lem.”

The intrapersonal virtue of transpar
ency leads to "confessional preaching.” 
Simply stated, confessional preaching 
is the preacher sharing how God comes 
to him in personal everyday settings.24 
It will be a discovery either of biblical 
light learned in a situation or of strug
gle with ambivalent darkness encoun
tered in an experience.

Another prominent, intrapersonal 
trait the relational preacher needs is 
authenticity. Authenticity refers to the 
matter of being in touch with one’s per
sonal feelings and with one’s personal 
motivation. It means a continuing cor
respondence between personal experi
ences and awareness of these 
experiences.25 Oftentimes many as
pects of personality may be hidden by 
defenses and distortions. If, for exam
ple, the preacher has agonizing anxi
eties, unresolved guilt, rampant sexual 
feelings, repressed anger, then it is 
hard to keep these feelings out of his 
sermons. Oftentimes these feelings are 

covered; and the audience hears defen
siveness and lack of self-knowledge.

Another distinctive, intrapersonal 
trait the relational preacher needs is 
empathy. There needs to be within the 
preacher an imaginative projection of 
one’s own consciousness into another 
human being. The preacher needs to be 
able to feel, sense, perceive, and under
stand where people are. Perhaps the 
best way to acquire empathy is to devel
op the art of listening. О. C. Edwards in 
his book The Living and Active Word: a 
Way to Preach from the Bible Today26 
includes a chapter entitled "How to 
Hear What Your Congregation Is Say
ing About Itself.” Edwards contended 
that empathy is enhanced when 
preachers seek to get to know people. 
They should take opportunities to lis
ten to what people are saying about 
themselves, their family, and their 
work.

Congregations soon detect a preacher 
with empathy. Because they perceive 
that the preacher feels, senses, or un
derstands them, they will tend to relate 
to the preacher. People are more likely 
to hear someone who understands and 
perceives their plight. The preaching 
event will be much more relational 
with an empathetic person delivering a 
sermon.

Albert Camus in The Plague had Dr. 
Rieux to say: "You know, I feel more 
fellowship with the defeated than with 
saints. Heroism and sanctity don’t ap
peal to me, I imagine. What interests 
me is being a man.”27When the preach
er dares to disclose human traits, the 
ability to relate to other people will be 
enhanced. The sermon can become a 
more relational experience. The deliv
erer of the sermon who dares to be 
human with other humans will find 
that people will listen more attentively.
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The Interpersonal Dimension
The relationship dimensions of preach
ing not only include God’s involvement 
and the preacher’s impacted personal
ity, but there is also an interpersonal 
dimension. The delivery of a sermon is 
not just a preacher performing the ser
mon art before a group. Rather, the 
delivery of a sermon is something that 
happens with a group. The sermon con
sists of words used by one human being 
to other human beings. It is, therefore, 
an interrelational process between 
preacher and congregation.

Though Reuel Howe did not use the 
term relational preaching,28 he did 
help American preaching especially at 
the point of the interpersonal dimen
sion. He sought to move preaching 
away from an impersonal monological 
stance to a more personal dialogical 
stance. The words monologue and dia
logue express different styles of rela
tionships between the speaker and the 
hearer. To assume a monological 
stance means that the speaker has 
something to say, and the role of the 
audience is to listen passively. Mono
logue in preaching operates with an im
plicit imperialism of ideas.

Reuel Howe sought to move the ser
mon away from an impersonal mono- 
logical stance to an interpersonal, 
relational stance. For preaching to be 
dialogical does not. necessarily mean 
the verbal exchange of words between 
preacher and congregation. To be dia
logical is to be concerned for the people 
and to develop constant interaction be
tween the pulpit and the pew. The dia
logical stance will give evidence of the 
preacher’s involvement with biblical 
truth and with the awareness of the 
problems and questions in the congre
gation. Edgar Jackson wrote:

The capacity for sensitivity, the 
ability to feel with and for his people, 
is a pastor’s supreme art. . . . The

preacher who is able to move into the 
thought and feeling of his people 
. .. creating the mood for effective in
terchange. In any relationship where 
there is no chance to talk back, a spe
cial atmosphere must be created 
wherein persons can feel back.29 
How does the preacher practice a 

more dialogical position? First, the 
preacher can study the text so that he 
knows what the passage meant to the 
original readers and what it means to 
the contemporary readers. People lis
ten to preachers who personalize the 
text. Second, the preacher can have 
personal interchange with people. Pas
toral visitation could become a means 
of getting to know the needs of people 
so the preacher could preach to their 
needs. Third, the structural form used 
by the preacher can function so people 
can follow the sermon idea. Even ser
mon structure and style can be found in 
a dialogical manner. Fourth, the 
preacher can move the preaching event 
away from a performance to the con
cept of sharing conversationally God’s 
Word with people. It is the idea of some
one wanting to talk with others.

Preaching is an interpersonal pro
cess. It is not an act done by one person 
before or to a group. It is one person 
sharing with other persons. In order for 
the sermon to be more relational, the 
preacher needs to possess some inter
personal skills. Or, in other words, the 
preacher needs to apply interpersonal 
skills during the act of preaching a ser
mon. Three selected interpersonal 
skills will be helpful. Hopefully these 
three traits will help preaching to be a 
healthier more relational, dialogical 
exchange of a person with persons.

One distinctive trait of a dialogical, 
relational preacher is respect for human 
beings.—The truly relational preacher 
senses people’s worth, their potential, 
and their ability to make their own 
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decisions. Oftentimes the monological 
stance reflects a disrespect for persons, 
by "getting them told” or by "telling 
them what to do.” The monological 
preacher assumes an authoritative 
stance over people. In Transactional 
Analysis this position would be that of 
the "critical parent” position. Or, still 
another example of the monologue po
sition would be the manipulation of 
people in making responses.

Interpersonal relationships are en
hanced when the preacher respects the 
congregation and invites them to be 
partners in the preaching process. This 
stance means that the preacher does 
everything possible to create an atmo
sphere of equal power, openness, and 
mutual confidence. This kind of preach
ing allows hearers to assume responsi
bility, Fred Craddock said that there is 
no one way a person can impregnate 
another person with decisions. Allow 
persons to decide, and they are com
pelled to decide.30

The second noticeable trait of a dia
logical person is particularity.—When 
the preacher seeks to choose and to use 
language the audience perceives and 
understands, the sermon becomes more 
relational. The use of abstract ideas in 
preaching unless illustrated or ex
plained is not real communication.31 It 
is a monological display of trying to im
press persons. For example, Richard 
Baxter, a seventeenth-century British 
preacher, preached one scholastic ser
mon each year just to show his people 
what he could do each Sunday if he so 
desired.32 This procedure may do some
thing for the preacher, but it helps lit
tle with people’s needs.

In order to help preachers have more 
particularity in preaching, several 
homilists have encouraged inductive 
preaching. Inductive preaching begins 
with the particulars of life experience 
and points toward principles, concepts, 

and conclusions.33 Inductive preaching 
is a mutual quest of preacher and lis
teners for discovery. Fred Craddock 
commented about a preacher’s par
ticularity: "Everyone lives inductively, 
not deductively. No farmer deals with 
the problem of calfhood, only with the 
calf. The woman in the kitchen is not 
occupied with the culinary arts in gen
eral but with a particular roast or 
cake.”34 Particularity with its meaning 
of simplicity, concreteness, example, 
and illustration is a necessary trait for 
preaching that interacts with people.

A third trait of a dialogical, relation
al person is confrontation.—According 
to Robert R. Carkhuff in Helping and 
Human Relations confrontation is the 
discovery of discrepancies which one 
perceives in another person.35 In 
preaching, these discrepancies need to 
be faced. Confronting people about er
rors is an expression of love. It seeks to 
bring people into touch with the reality 
of their own beings, bringing them into 
greater harmony with themselves, with 
the social structure in which they live, 
and with the reality of God Himself.36

To possess the trait of confronting 
does not mean a verbal punishment. It 
is not an act of condemnation of people 
by the preacher. It is not venting anger 
toward people. The task of the preacher 
is to confront people with biblical truth 
in a relational manner. Perhaps a good 
example of confrontation is Nathan 
speaking to David about his sin. Na
than maintained a relational experi
ence with David before and after the 
confrontation. Nathan did not assault 
David with condemnation about steal
ing another man’s wife. Instead, Na
than told David a simple story about a 
rich man acting unfairly toward anoth
er man by stealing his sheep. David 
became involved in the story. He want
ed to avenge the injustice. Nathan con
fronted David by saying, "Thou art the 
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man!” (2 Sam. 12:7).
To confront people lovingly with 

error and maintain a relationship, the 
preacher needs to involve people in the 
sermon. The sole purpose is to engage 
hearers in the pursuit of an issue so 
that they will think their own thoughts 
and experience their own feelings in 
the presence of Christ.37 Furthermore, 
the preacher who confronts and main
tains relationships with people begins 
with an indirect approach. Oftentimes 
preachers confront so abruptly and di
rectly that hearers do not listen. Sup
pose Nathan had first said to David, 
"You ought to be ashamed for stealing 
another man’s wife!” A better way to 
confront people with error is to proceed 
at first in a nondirect manner and in
volve the people in the sermon so that 
you may say, "Thou art the man.” Con
fronting others seeks to elicit others to 
look closely at themselves, to evaluate 
behavioral alteration, and to facilitate 
the decision-making process.

Preaching can be better by practicing 
qualitative interpersonal skills. By 
changing a preposition the preacher 
can move preaching to a more relation
al, interpersonal stance. Instead of 
thinking of preaching as speaking to a 
group about their sins and potential, 
think of speaking with a group with 
both congregation and preacher being 
equal partners in a dialogue of feeling 
and struggling together.

Relational preaching needs to be a 
stronger emphasis in our churches. 
Preaching is relational. It is an event 
where a human being shares divine 
truth. It is an interpersonal happening 
where one human being feels with 
other human beings in order to call peo
ple to a relationship, to sustain a rela
tionship, to mend a relationship, or to 
enhance a relationship. To think of 
preaching in the relational dimension 
moves sermons away from talks and 

discourses to the meeting of God with 
people by means of a preacher.
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The New Hermeneutics:
Getting People from
There to Here
RAYMOND BAILEY

The purpose of preaching is to let the 
message of God be heard.

Christian preaching is, above all else, 
the proclamation of the Word of God 
—the interpretation of a biblical text 
for a listening congregation—and 
thereby the release of the powerful 
word of the text into the hearts and 
minds and lives of the gathered peo
ple.1

Preaching then is an art of interpreta
tion. The preacher strives to discover 
the meaning or meanings of Scripture 
and then communicate that meaning 
or those meanings to a contemporary 
audience.

To say that preaching is an art is to 
imply that there are skills required for 
effectiveness. "Art implies the sys
tematic application of knowledge and 
skill in effecting a desired result.”2 
Preaching requires the skills of exege
sis, hermeneutics, and communica
tions. In this article the focus will be on 
the middle term, hermeneutics.

Exegesis and hermeneutics have too 
often been used interchangeably. Some 
scholars have cited hermeneutics as 
the theory of interpretation and exege
sis as the practice.3 This distinction 
doesn’t go far enough for the art of 
preaching. Exposition of Scripture re
quires translation into models which 
can be comprehended in a given histori
cal and cultural context. Hermeneutics 
includes the discovery of meaning and 

its communication. Communication, of 
course, means more than mere expres
sion. Communication is not a complet
ed act until a message has been 
received and properly understood.

Hermeneutics includes exegesis but 
goes beyond that task. Gordon Fee dis
tinguished the two by defining the for
mer as "the historical investigation 
into the meaning of the Biblical text” 
and the latter as the application of the 
"exegetical understanding of the text 
to the contemporary church and 
world.”4 James Sanders has captured 
the full meaning of the term in stating 
that the dual aims of hermeneutics are: 

determining valid modes of seeking 
the meaning of a biblical text in its 
own setting, and then determining a 
valid mode of expression of that 
meaning in contemporary settings. 
. . . For Western Christians this has 
meant translating biblical meanings 
into modern, Western philosophical 
thought patterns.5

The preacher must be more than a 
speaker. He must be an interpreter 
who understands the message and then 
translates it into forms comprehensible 
to those who share his moment in time. 
Indeed, there is a sense in which 
preachers are reinterpreters, for the 
Bible itself is a collection of sermons or 
testimonies of God’s revelation of Him
self. The preacher begins with the 
canon of Holy Scripture which is a 
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record and interpretation of events but 
not anymore the event than a map is 
the territory it represents.

Hermeneutics is an act based on cer
tain beliefs about God and how He has 
spoken and can be heard. The theory 
that informs the process of exegesis, in
terpretation, and communication is 
theological in nature. One’s under
standing of God will determine one’s 
hermeneutic.

A Theology for Hermeneutics
A sound theology in the strictest sense 
of that word is imperative for a sound 
hermeneutic. What one believes about 
the nature of God and how He reveals 
Himself will determine how one ap
proaches Scripture, its exposition and 
application. Christian understanding 
about how God may be experienced is 
deeply rooted in the doctrine of the 
Trinity.

God is the sovereign Lord of the uni
verse. He created the world and all that 
is in it. God did not abandon this cre
ation. He has continued to interact 
with the world. God has maintained 
communion with humanity, stewards 
of His creation. God did not stop speak
ing or acting when He finished the ini
tial creation. He did not die or lose the 
power of communication when Jesus 
was born, died, or was resurrected. God 
inspired the Scriptures over a long pe
riod of time, but He did not cease in
volvement in the world when the canon 
was formed. God is alive and still has 
active power over all creation.

God must be viewed as One who con
tinues to speak and act, not One who 
has ceased to exist or has withdrawn 
from the universe. The preacher’s func
tional view of God will determine how 
Scripture is to be interpreted and ap
plied. Even John Calvin recognized 
that God could surprise His elect.

Jesus was God and man. He was (is) 

the ultimate disclosure of God. Jesus 
said, "He that hath seen me hath seen 
the Father” (John 14:9). He was God 
with us. In Him was embodied, person
alized, all the truth about God con
tained in the Old Testament. Jesus was 
"the express image of his [God’s] per
son” (Heb. 1:3) through whom God has 
spoken to us (see Heb. 1:2). Christian is 
an appropriate designation for those 
who believe in Jesus as Lord and Sav
ior. Jesus is the central focus of the bib
lical witness and of Christian 
preaching. Jesus is the norm for all 
human behavior and knowledge. Jesus 
is the "one mediator between God and 
men” (1 Tim. 2:5).

Since the ascension of the resurrect
ed Christ, the Holy Spirit has func
tioned as God with us. The Holy Spirit 
is the Spirit of God. The Spirit who in
spired men of old to write the Scrip
tures illuminates contemporary 
persons to understand them. The Spirit 
calls persons to salvation, effects regen
eration, cultivates character, and be
stows spiritual gifts. The Spirit 
enlightens and empowers believers in 
worship and service.6

Scripture can be "rightly divided,” 
interpreted only when that interpreta
tion is based on a sound theology which 
necessarily informs one’s view of the 
Bible. The Bible points the interpreter 
to the Christ who reveals God, who is 
the central character in the Book. It is 
neither a last will and testament nor an 
autobiography or biography published 
posthumously. It is more a directory 
which is designed to point the reader to 
the living God it reveals.

By its own testimony the work is the 
product of humans "moved by the Holy 
Ghost” (2 Pet. 1:21). The climax of the 
message of Holy Scripture is that God 
has "spoken unto us by his Son” (see 
Heb. 1:1-2). The Baptist Faith and Mes
sage is right on target when it advises 
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that ’’the criterion by which the Bible is 
to be interpreted is Jesus Christ.”7 
Thus every opinion with regard to 
scriptural interpretation should be 
measured by the norm of the life of 
Christ.

Interpretation of Scripture must also 
be influenced by the inner witness of 
the Holy Spirit, ’’inner” meaning with
in the heart and mind of the individual 
and within the witness (historical and 
present) of the worshiping community, 
the church. The Bible was written 
under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, and it can be correctly inter
preted only under the same condition. 
The words on the printed page are not 
magic incantations or holy objects for 
worship; they become alive only 
through the work of the Holy Spirit.

The theology briefly sketched above 
implies that the Bible is not a mere 
record of past events but a dynamic re
source continually interacting with 
persons and through them with cul
ture. Perhaps the most serious implica
tions of this reality are that the 
theology of the whole revelation must 
inform the study, interpretation, and 
application of all of its parts and that it 
may be improper to speak of the mean
ing of any text. The implication for 
preachers is tremendous since mean
ings for a particular person in a par
ticular moment are there to be 
discovered and communicated. This no
tion is consistent with the hermeneutic 
demonstrated in the Bible itself. Before 
the Exile, Hebrew theology seemed to 
reject any idea that the land given to 
Abraham’s heirs could ever be lost. The 
covenant had to be reinterpreted in the 
light of historical experience. This can 
be illustrated by comparing and con
trasting the passage beginning with 
Isaiah 51:2 with the passage beginning 
with Ezekiel 33:24. Each prophet ad
dressed the issue of the call of Abraham 

as one with the blessing that he would 
be many but with opposite applications. 
Ezekiel warned against false confi
dence and proclaimed that Israel’s fail
ure to keep the covenant would result 
in its abrogation. Isaiah spoke many 
years later and used the promise to 
Abraham to nurture hope among the 
exiles.

Jesus corrected some long-standing 
orthodox interpretations with His life 
and His words. In the Sermon on the 
Mount Jesus vigorously affirmed the 
Scriptures which now comprise the 
Christian Old Testament (see Matt. 
5:17-19) but immediately proceeded to 
reinterpret many of the old precepts. 
One only has to consider Jesus’ attitude 
toward the sabbath as compared to that 
of the Pharisees to see a significant 
shift in understanding. One only has to 
look at Jesus’ response to the criticism 
of His disciples for plucking grain on 
the sabbath to see His hermeneutic at 
work (see Matt. 12:1-8; Mark 2:23-28; 
Luke 6:1-5). By implication He indicat
ed the hermeneutic of Jewish tradition 
that listed thirty-nine categories of ac
tivity prohibited on the sabbath. More
over, His own interpretation of 1 
Samuel 21:1-6 and David’s eating of 
’’the bread of the Presence” was accord
ing to a broader theological principle of 
the precedence of human need over 
ritual law. Only the priests were per
mitted to eat this bread and they only 
after it had been replaced each sabbath 
(see Ex. 25:30; Lev. 24:5-9). Christian 
critics have been unduly harsh toward 
the Pharisees who were the most devot
ed and serious Scripture scholars of 
their day. Even these devout scholars 
failed to understand the dynamic qual
ity of Scripture.

Care must be exercised to avoid 
equating tradition with Scripture. The 
Hebrews in good faith had elevated 
commentary on Scripture to the same 
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level as Scripture itself. The same trap 
exists for the well-meaning expositor 
today who fails to maintain a dynamic 
view of Scripture.

Discovering Meaning—a Fresh Look
The preacher who would let God speak 
through Scripture and its exposition 
must begin with an honest examina
tion of his biases. Years of teaching at 
the college and seminary level (and in 
the local church) have taught me that 
many well-intentioned believers make 
up their minds about what the Bible 
says before they read it. Their opinions 
have been obtained secondhand from 
people they love and respect. Some
times they have been prematurely in
fluenced by extrabiblical resources. It is 
wise to begin the hermeneutical task 
with a healthy skepticism—not of the 
authority of Scripture but of those w ho 
have made themselves authorities over 
Scripture.

One should beware of uncritical ac
ceptance of views gathered from a sin
gle influential pastor. Reliance on a 
single commentary or even translation 
can result in a distorted viewpoint. 
Translations shape ideas. Word choices 
and idiom reconstructions shape mean
ing. If one cannot work in the original 
languages, at least several translations 
should be compared. The writers of 
commentaries reflect denominational 
biases and their own religious experi
ence. Older commentaries may not re
flect recent discoveries of manuscripts 
or archeological data that can inform 
interpretation of ancient texts. Bible 
dictionaries and helps are subject to the 
same pitfalls. Of course, the preacher 
has to be careful not to read into the 
text what he wants to be there. The 
goal is to discover what is there, not 
read something into the text.

Steps in Exegesis8
Begin by reading a passage completely 
through in your favorite English trans
lation. Seek to experience the message 
in your own spiritual pilgrimage. Ask 
yourself what it means to you. Go back 
and read it in the context of the entire 
book and the writer’s purpose as you 
understand it. Ask yourself why the au
thor has included this material at all 
and why it has been placed in this par
ticular location in the gospel, epistle, or 
whatever. Was Luke not making a 
point when he placed the good Samari
tan story side by side with the visit of 
Jesus to the home of Mary and Martha? 
Is it possible that Luke implied that in 
the disciple’s life a balance between so
cial action and meditation is desirable?

The careful student will consider the 
cultural and historical context, the con
text in God’s progressive revelation 
(when appropriate), the context in the 
life of Jesus or the early church, and 
the context in the literary work. Then 
the limits of the text in the integrity of 
the context should be established. 
Where can you reasonably begin and 
end the passage without altering the 
author’s intention? A prime example of 
ignoring literary context is the com
mon misuse of Philippians 4:13, "I can 
do all things in him who strengthens 
me.”9 This verse is often employed to 
urge people to become super Christians 
in the accomplishment of Herculean 
tasks. I have heard preachers suggest 
that this passage means that Chris
tians should be able to achieve any goal 
and live above the strife of other mor
tals. This interpretation ignores the 
fact that Paul was writing from prison, 
that he had written of the serious ill
ness of Epaphroditus, that the state
ment ends a section dealing with the 
ability to be satisfied in "whatever 
state” (4:11) and to endure poverty or 
affluence. To remove 4:13 from the lit
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erary unit is to distort Paul’s clear in
tention.

A paraphrase is sometimes helpful at 
this point of preparation to plant in 
one’s own mind the need to translate 
into contemporary language and 
thought forms. Some problems may 
emerge which can be resolved in the 
process of analysis.

Linguistic analysis is a logical next 
step. If your knowledge permits, work 
with the original language. Look for 
difficulties in syntax or word meaning. 
Word studies as a general rule make for 
boring sermons, but English lacks the 
range to capture some Greek and He
brew nuances. A translator’s choice of 
English equivalents can shape the di
rection of a passage. A case in point is 
when to use "justice” or "righteous
ness” in translating the Greek word 
which is the same for both. In the case 
of gender, the third person is indeter
minate in Greek, but cultural sexism 
has resulted in some questionable 
translations.10 If you cannot work in 
the original languages, critical com
mentaries can be helpful in raising 
such issues.

At this point determine the type of 
literature with which you are dealing. 
Is it poetry or prose? Some translations 
will indicate this by the form used. Ask 
yourself if, on surface reading, the ma
terial seems to be literal or symbolic. 
Some passages state that they are not 
to be taken literally (e.g. Isa. 5; Ezk. 1). 
If the passage is poetry, some imagina
tion is called for. A literal interpreta
tion sometimes just doesn’t make sense 
of language that is clearly figurative 
(see Matt. 5:29-30; Matt. 7:15-20). Writ
ers sometimes use contradictory figures 
of speech (Isa. 34:8; 66:24).11

Jesus’ parables are certainly meta
phorical and cannot be properly under
stood if interpreted literally. Some 
truth defies simple statement. Human 

language struggles when confronted 
with the task of expressing divine 
truth. The Bible often uses metaphors 
or other forms of analogy to help finite 
minds comprehend infinite truth. The 
Bible cannot be reduced to mathemati
cal formulas or the language of the cor
porate boardroom. The interpreter 
must use common sense, theological in
sight, literary knowledge, understand
ing of the human situation, testimony 
of the church, and the inner witness to 
decide when surface meaning is all 
there is or if there are deeper meanings 
to be explicated.

Using the basic questions of the jour
nalist, the next step is to analyze the 
text. Look at the unit and ask who said 
what to whom, where, and why. Is the 
principal spokesman Jesus, one of the 
apostles, or an adversary? The story of 
the Exodus will be heard differently by 
those who identify with Pharaoh and 
those who identify with the Hebrews. 
The characters cannot always be divid
ed into the good guys and the bad guys. 
And when they can be, it is not always 
easy for contemporary readers to de
cide which side they are on. God’s 
friends have often created as many 
problems for Him as His enemies; con
sider Abraham, Jacob, and David. 
Moses as God’s representative had 
more difficulty with the Hebrews than 
he did with the Egyptians. He also blew 
his cool and suffered the wrath of God. 
The prophets’ words were sometimes 
addressed to Israel and sometimes to 
Israel’s enemies. Much of the advice ad
dressed to Job by his "friends” was con
sistent with accepted biblical theology 
and is sometimes treated positively by 
preachers speaking to contemporary 
audiences. Why was it rejected in the 
context of the drama of Job? The time, 
place, and cultural circumstances often 
alter the message. Recall the impor
tance of knowing the circumstances 
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under which Paul wrote to the Philippi- 
ans in order to interpret correctly 4:13. 
This kind of analysis calls for commen
taries, biblical dictionaries, and biblical 
background studies to provide required 
information.

Setting and audience analysis are es
pecially helpful in the study of the Gos
pels. The troubling passage which 
records Jesus’ apparent rebuke of His 
family (see Matt. 12:46-50; Mark 3:31- 
35; Luke 8:19-21) takes on a different 
complexion when the question of audi
ence is addressed. Most scholars stress 
the effort of Jesus’ family to get Him to 
come home and stop His public minis
try. One may see here a willingness of 
the Lord to practice His own principles 
and to "hate” even mother, brothers, 
and sisters for the sake of the gospel. 
But would it not also be possible to em
phasize the thrust of His words as mak
ing His family more inclusive; i.e. 
rather than rejecting His nuclear fam
ily, He extended family to include 
"whoever does the will of my Father in 
heaven” (Matt. 12:50, RSV)? Either or 
both lessons appear to be reasonable in
terpretations.

Luke 15 provides an excellent exam
ple of a passage where the situation 
should inform the understanding of 
meaning. The parables of the lost 
sheep, lost coin, and lost son (really 
sons) should be interpreted in terms of 
the divided audience—tax collectors 
and sinners on the one hand and Phari
sees on the other. Jesus’ message was 
framed to comfort the afflicted and 
afflict the comfortable in the same audi
ence. He knew the people and their 
needs. His words addressed a particular 
audience with specific needs, as should 
every preacher.

Perhaps the last phase of this first 
stage of the hermeneutical process is to 
determine the theological implications 
or behaviorial requirements that are 

demanded by the truth of the text. How 
does the passage harmonize with simi
lar subjects and ideas in other portions 
of Scripture? Fee offers an example of 
the helpfulness of comparing passages 
dealing with similar topics in the Epis
tles.

Thus, for example, for I Peter 2:18-25 
you will want to analyze briefly simi
lar passages in Paul (Eph. 6:5-9; Col. 
3:22 to 4:1; I Tim. 6:1-2; Titus 2:9-10). 
It may be instructive to note that the 
Ephesian and Colossian passages as
sume Christian masters, while the 
others (including I Peter) assume 
Christian slaves and pagan masters.12 

Here a good concordance can be of 
great assistance. Check the central 
message of the text against other dis
cussions of the topic throughout the 
Scriptures.

Harmony of the Scriptures is not the 
only consideration. One must ask how 
the truth of the passage fits into the 
theology which emerges from Scrip
ture.

The Christian preacher is not a lone 
voice, crying in a wilderness of un
belief, proclaiming a message never 
heard before on earth. He ... is a 
’’steward of the mysteries of God” to 
use Paul’s phrase, a recipient of a bib
lical and theological tradition handed 
down across twenty centuries of 
Christian faith and practice.13
How has the passage been inter

preted in past generations? How does 
this passage affect the belief or practice 
of Christians? Is there any apparent 
conflict with accepted Christian doc
trine? If so, how may it be explained? 
Are there counterbalancing truths 
which must be considered to temper or 
expand the context of this particular 
passage? Decide what you believe to be 
the central idea of the passage and how 
it relates to the essential truths of the 
whole Bible. Proceed to the second part 
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of the hermeneutical task, "translating 
biblical meanings into modern . . . 
thought patterns.”14

Translation and Application
The most effective sermons are those 
which are prepared for a particular 
audience on a particular occasion, i.e. 
at a specific time in their lives. To com
municate the message of a passage, a 
preacher must know the audience. The 
preacher must know the physical, emo
tional, and spiritual needs of the peo
ple. What are they capable of hearing? 
What will they hear? Does this particu
lar group need to be encouraged or con
fronted? What is the point of 
immediacy where the text and the lives 
of the people intersect? How will they 
react emotionally and intellectually to 
the truth of the text? Jesus personal
ized the gospel as He encountered per
sons with different needs. So will the 
effective contemporary preacher. Jesus 
did not have the identical message for 
everyone He encountered—the leper 
He healed and sent to the Temple (see 
Mark 1:40-45); a paralytic He healed 
and specifically forgave of sin (see Mark 
2:5). To some He said, "Come and follow 
me”; others He told to go home and tell 
others what had happened to them. 
The ruler was told to sell all, give the 
proceeds to the poor, and follow Him 
(see Matt. 19:16-22; Mark 10:17-22; 
Luke 18:18-23); but the wealthy Nicode
mus and Zacchaeus were given no such 
exhortation. Requirements articulated 
by Jesus were according to the need 
and disposition of the persons ad
dressed. The preacher should strive to 
understand the needs and dispositions 
of those who will hear his words. Bibli
cal truth is personal truth. It is truth 
that reveals God rather than some 
philosophical abstraction.

A conscious effort must be made to 
translate language not just from He

brew or Greek to English but from con
notations in the original culture to con
temporary connotations. Abandoned or 
abused persons may have difficulty 
comprehending the image of God as Fa
ther. What examples or explanations 
can help the contemporary listener un
derstand faith as more than mere intel
lectual assent? Jesus did not give 
lectures; He told stories. He relied 
heavily on metaphorical language, 
using familiar images to convey divine 
truths. Jesus used images common to 
first-century Israel and comparisons 
with experiences and events familiar to 
His audience. Those images will be un
derstood by today’s audiences only 
when they are explained with images 
common to contemporary experience 
and compared to realities within the 
framework of twentieth-century 
science, technology, and, often, urban 
living.

Jesus’ sermons most often took the 
form of the parable. С. H. Dodd in a 
classic work on parables defined par
able as "a metaphor or simile drawn 
from nature or common life, arresting 
the hearer by its vividness or strange
ness.”15 Who is more qualified than 
Jesus to teach us a workable her
meneutic? His stories were natural and 
secular and as such demonstrated the 
relevancy of His message. "Jesus . . . 
shows that for him man’s destiny is at 
stake in his ordinary creaturely exis
tence, domestic, economic and social. 
... The world is real. Time is real. Man 
is a toiler and an 'actor’ and a choo
ser.”16

As the contemporary interpreter 
moves from the meaning of the text to 
the communication of that text to a 
particular group of people, he must 
look for images that they will recog
nize. The vineyard may have to become 
an assembly line. The steward becomes 
a union steward or foreman. The build
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ing of more grain storage bins might be 
compared to the corporate workaholic 
and the accumulation of more stock. 
The Jewish attitude toward Samari
tans can best be understood in terms of 
the oppression of Blacks, Hispanics, 
and other minorities. Middle-class 
Americans can be contrasted with the 
tension between choosing the good and 
the better as was the case with the 
moral but imperfect rich young ruler 
and the difference between being reli
gious and being Christian as illustrated 
by Jesus’ conflict with the Pharisees 
and scribes.

This technique has long been prac
ticed but not often or broadly enough. I 
can remember as a young Christian 
hearing pastors apply Paul’s words re
garding food offered to idols addressed 
to the issue of social drinking. "If food 
is a cause of my brother’s falling, I will 
never eat meat, lest I cause my brother 
to fall” (1 Cor. 8:13, RSV). The instance 
of social drinking is a logical one but 
not the only possibility. What about 
eating meat when one’s brother has no 
meat? Experts on the problem of world 
hunger contend that the excessive con
sumption of grain-fed red meat by 
Americans is a contributing cause of 
the disproportionate use of grain in this 
country. Indeed, eating too much of 
anything can be offense to millions of 
hungry Christians and potential Chris
tians for whom Christ died.

One means of achieving the goal of 
helping this generation apply the prin
ciples of Jesus to everyday, contempo
rary life is suggested identification or 
what James Sanders has called "dy
namic analogy.”17 The point of many 
passages is missed because of misiden
tification or presumptions that we are 
always on the side of the good guys. The 
power of the gospel is released when 
people see themselves as they are and 
as they might be.

The central event in the salvation 
history of Israel provides an excellent 
paradigm to illustrate this approach. 
The average congregation will identify 
with the people in bondage, but in real
ity the average middle-class congrega
tion may be more like the Egyptians. 
Sitting in luxurious auditoriums, well 
dressed, anticipating a Sunday feast, 
worshipers may have difficulty identi
fying with any slave people. Who does 
God challenge today to turn loose of 
people and things that serve them?

A large cast of characters is found in 
the drama of the two wayward sons in 
Luke 15:11-32. I have a difficult time 
identifying with the prodigal but can 
work up a great deal of empathy for my 
fellow elder brother. At different times 
in one’s spiritual pilgrimage one may 
identify with either brother, the father, 
the servants, the owner of swine who 
offered the humiliating job, or the ones 
who refused to give the wayward boy 
anything. The Scriptures are rich with 
multiple meanings that address our 
needs in different circumstances on 
life’s journey.

The same technique may be applied 
to the Epistles. One must consider to 
whom Paul was writing and what was 
the occasion of the correspondence. His 
letters are pastoral in nature and ad
dress specific problems of people at diff
erent stages of spiritual development. 
Fee recommends the following ap
proach to analyzing the audience of an 
epistle:

Make a list of everything you can that 
tells you something about the recipi
ents and their situation. What is said 
explicitly? What is implied? Are they 
involved in behavior that needs cor
recting? Is the problem one of theolog
ical misunderstanding? or lack of 
understanding? Are they in need of 
comfort? exhortation? correction? If a 
specific problem is involved, has it 
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come from the outside or risen from 
within?18

One turns from the text and the origi
nal audience to the preacher’s audi
ence. The questions asked of the text 
are appropriate ones for today’s hear
ers. If contemporary persons can be 
helped to see themselves in the context 
of the message, the truth of the mes
sage can be appropriated.

Conclusion
Scripture and preachers are media 
through which God speaks to persons 
in all ages. His Word is ever new and 
alive. The Bible needs to be taken on its 
own terms and its forms and tech
niques utilized to understand and com
municate its message. The message was 
"oral and live face-to-face communica
tion”19 before being written down. The 
aim of the preacher is to reproduce this 
dynamic quality in a given age and cul
ture.

The Church needs to be sustained in 
all centuries by the original dynamic 
speech and conceptions, though their 
significance needs constantly to be 
quickened and rendered transparent 
anew. What constitutes Christian 
worship is always the transcendental 
dimension of insight and vision which 
is mediated through the world— 
transforming images, old and new.20 

The interpretation of Scripture is an 
awesome responsibility. It is a task that 
deserves one’s total intellect, total com
mitment, and most profound creative 
energies. The Scriptures must be ex
perienced and shared in experience. It 
is not enough to know. The task of the 
preacher is to communicate.
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Show^igLove

(GIVE>w

2 Corinthians 5:14-15

He died for all, that they who 
live should no longer live for 
themselves, but for Him who 
died and rose again on their be
half” (2 Cor. 5:15, NASB).

Christ died so that we can live 
the real life which he makes 
possible, not the old life of trying 
to find satisfaction in living for 
ourselves.

Christians live by giving. 
Christ showed his love by giving 
his life. We show his love 
through growth in our giving.

WINTER 1986 23



Using the Imagination 
in Preaching
DON M. AYCOCK

Thomas Merton wrote a book entitled 
Raids on the UnSpeakable. By ’’raids” 
Merton referred to insights people re
ceive at moments of human crises. By 
’’unspeakable” he meant the void in 
human life which can be broken open 
to truth by the coming of God.1 The con
cept of ’’raids on the unspeakable” re
fers to the way humans perceive 
sensations and meanings beyond their 
rational understanding.

This is precisely what the imagina
tion does. It gives insight beyond the 
perceptions of the conscious mind. It 
gives the ”aha” moment at times of cri
sis (and the coming of Sunday morning 
is definitely a crisis for many preach
ers!). The imagination admits light dur
ing times of blocked thought and 
following periods of frustrated mental 
search. The preacher who works hard 
at understanding and developing his 
imagination will have a powerful ally 
in his proclamation of God’s truth.

By imagination I am not referring to 
fantasy or the invention of something 
out of nothing. Instead, I am speaking 
about the function of a person’s mind 
which can help him be more open to 
truth, beauty, and understanding. The 
imagination helps a person be more 
alive to all of God’s truth—to see, hear, 
smell, taste, and touch more. Imagina
tion is a function of the mind which 
synthesizes fragments of reality into a 
holistic vision. It also combines parts 
and fragments into new forms. It 
heightens perception and stimulates 
creativity.

Reinhold Niebuhr made the follow
ing entry in his journal in 1927: ”How 
can an age which is so devoid of poetic 
imagination as ours be truly religi
ous?”2 He realized that some people 
seem to have no imagination. They see 
everything as black or white and 
equate imagination with daydreaming. 
Niebuhr asked the right questions: 
”How can someone be religious when 
he cannot see more than what everyone 
else sees? Do not the eyes of faith pro
vide new sight?”

The Theory of Imagination
W. B. J. Martain has written the follow
ing conclusion to his discussion about 
the preacher’s use of the imagination:

Therefore, if our preaching is to be 
effective it must penetrate below the 
level of man’s conscious intellect and 
his official ideologies. It must speak to 
the unexamined assumptions, and the 
hidden images, symbols and pictures 
that a man entertains in the secret 
places of his heart, and which are 
often the real driving force of his per
sonality.3

But how can the preacher penetrate 
below the surface as Martain suggest
ed? My answer is that he does so 
through the use of his imagination to 
connect with his hearers’ imaginations. 
To paraphrase the Scriptures, man 
does not live by rational thought alone 
but by all mixed thoughts and impulses 
which proceed from his conscious and 
subconscious mind.

Researchers today have discovered 
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that the human brain is divided into 
two hemispheres. The left hemisphere 
is predominantly involved with analyt
ic, logical thinking, especially verbal 
and mathematical functions. It oper
ates on linear time, processing informa
tion sequentially. The right side of the 
brain is different. Its language ability is 
limited. This right hemisphere is re
sponsible for orientation in space, artis
tic endeavor, crafts, body image, and 
recognition of faces. It processes infor
mation diffusely. The right side of the 
brain is more holistic and relational 
and more simultaneous in its mode of 
operation.4

Researchers now believe that the 
locus of the imagination is the right 
side of the brain. This side of the brain 
is dominant in some people, while for 
others the left side is dominant. This 
may account for the fact that some peo
ple seem highly rational while others 
are more intuitive.

Theologians, as well as physical 
scientists, have taken up the topic of 
the imagination, seeking to understand 
how it functions regarding religious 
truth. Some have come to agree with 
James Fowler, who concludes that 
imagination is necessary for all reli
gious development. Several books deal 
with this concept theologically, and 
may be consulted if you are interested.5

The Practical Function of the Imagination
Many years ago John A. Broadus noted, 
"A preacher, without imagination, may 
be respected for his sound sense, may 
be loved for his homely goodness, but 
he will not move a congregation, he will 
not be a power in the community.”6 
Consider some of the practical uses of 
the imagination for preaching.

Scripture Interpretation
Broadus used to speak of the "historical 
imagination” by which he meant the 

ability of the preacher to put himself 
into the Scripture. It allows him to 
enter the unseen world and the eternal 
future. The imagination, aroused by 
faith, makes the things unseen and 
eternal a reality in the mind of the lis
tener so they affect the feelings almost 
like objects of the senses.7

How could Michelangelo look at a 
block of marble and see the form of an 
angel? More importantly, how can a 
preacher look at words on the printed 
page and see people and God and eter
nity in them? The Bible is a vast 
panorama of visions and revelations. 
These can live again when preached if 
the preacher will allow their original 
vitality to emerge and not try to fit the 
Bible into his own grid of understand
ing. Amos Wilder once observed that 
"to submit the power of the prophets 
and the evangelists to the constraints 
of our critical methods is like trying to 
put lightning in a matchbox.”8 The 
truth that lived yesterday is made to 
live again today via the use of imagina
tive representation.

In a sense all interpretation is meta
phoric. Metaphor literally means "to 
carry over.” The modern interpreter, 
through his imagination, "carries 
over” the ancient meaning to the 
present time.

Fred Craddock said that preaching 
begins with impression rather than ex
pression. The preacher begins by being 
impressed by the biblical record. Evoca
tive imagery is not, therefore, just an 
interesting introduction or welcome 
break along the way. Craddock pointed 
out that images are not "mere” illus
trations. Rather, they are essential to 
the form and inseparable from the con
tent of the entire sermon. "By means of 
images the preaching occasion will be a 
re-creation of the way life is ex
perienced now held under the light of 
the Gospel.”9 These images come from 
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the imaginative interpretation of the 
Bible.

Frederick Buechner’s Peculiar Trea
sures or Wishful Thinking provides ex
amples of how contemporary 
re-presentation can be done. [Craig 
McNair Wilson’s fun book, YHWH Is 
Not a Radio Station in Minneapolis, 
contains brief, creative examples. Wil
son’s two-line description of Moses is 
evocative: "Leader of his people, ex
shepherd, ex-leader of someone else’s 
people. Moses found out that a career 
shift late in life isn’t such a bad 
thing.”10 One of my favorites is YHWH: 
"YHWH is not a radio station in Min
neapolis. It is the name of God. He also 
answers to ’friend,’ ’king,’ ’father,’ 
’Lord,’ and most often ’Help!’

Sermon Development
The imagination functions in the ap
prehension of truth from God and in 
the interpretation of Scripture. It does 
not cease to function there, however. 
The preacher can learn to use imagina
tion all through the sermon develop
ment.

One such initial area is in the pasto
ral identification the minister does 
with his people. How does he know 
them? Is his knowledge of them kept at 
surface levels, or does it run to much 
deeper areas? A pastor can use his 
imagination to evaluate the needs of a 
congregation and to select a biblical 
case or theme to speak to the need he 
finds.

Fred Craddock told how this pastoral 
imagination can work for the preacher 
as he seeks to know how to speak to an 
area of need among his people. His ad
vice is powerful.

When a pastor preaches, he doesn’t 
sell patent medicine; he writes pre
scriptions. Others may hurl epithets 
at the "wealthy” but the pastor knows 
a lonely and guilt-ridden man con

fused by the Bible’s debate with itself 
over prosperity: Is prosperity a sign of 
God’s favor or disfavor? Others may 
display knowledge of "poverty pro
grams” but the pastor knows what a 
bitter thing it is to be somebody’s 
Christmas project. He sees a boy re
sisting his mother’s insistence that he 
wear the nice sweater that came in 
the charity basket. He can see the boy 
wear it until out of Mother’s sight, but 
not at school out of fear that he may 
meet the original owner on the play
ground. There are conditions worse 
than being cold. Others may discuss 
"the problem of geriatrics” but the 
pastor has just come from a local rest 
home and he still sees worn checker
boards, faded bouquets, large print 
King James Bibles, stainless steel 
trays, and dim eyes staring at an 
empty parking lot reserved for visi
tors. Others may analyze "the trouble 
with youth today” but the pastor sees 
a fuzzy-lipped boy, awkward, noisy, 
wishing he were absent, not a man, 
not a child, preoccupied with ideas 
that contradict his fourteen years’ 
severe judgment against the girls.12 
The imagination will allow the 

preacher to see the particular situa
tions and needs of his people. It will 
also allow him to see more deeply into 
all elements of life, and that will have 
direct bearing on the development of 
his sermons.

The preacher who can populate his 
sermon with flesh-and-blood people and 
barking dogs and a hot sun and pain 
and fear and grace can touch men and 
women and children where they really 
live. Genuine theology is never dull or 
irrelevant.

The imagination serves the develop
ment of sermons another way. It can 
allow the preacher to form new images 
about the entire structure and move
ment of the preaching occasion. The old 
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joke about a sermon being "three 
points and a poem” unfortunately has 
some basis in fact. But that need not be 
the case.

Eugene Lowry’s The Homiletical Plot 
takes a new look at the entire move
ment of the sermon in its development 
and movement, that is, where it begins, 
how it proceeds, and where it ends. He 
says that the development of a sermon 
has five movements: upsetting the equi
librium, analyzing the discrepancy, dis
closing the clue to the resolution, 
experiencing the gospel, and anticipat
ing the consequences.13 Milton Crum, 
Jr., did something like this in his book 
Manual on Preaching. He noted that 
development is dependent on five dy
namic factors: symptomatic behavior of 
the person, the root behavior, resulting 
consequence, gospel content, and new 
results.14

The imagination helps the preacher 
ask, too, what preaching is all about. A 
list of images for preaching are offered 
here for your consideration. Some of 
these are positive images, while others 
are negative. All are meant to be 
suggestive.

Preaching as star throwing.—Loren 
Eisley was an anthropologist/poet/ 
philosopher who told of walking the 
beaches of Costabel early one morning. 
He saw many collectors gathering 
shells and other living or dead sea life 
that had washed upon the shore during 
the night. But at the far end of the 
beach, he encountered a man who was 
an enabler of life rather than a collec
tor of death. The man was selecting the 
starfish which were still alive and 
throwing them back into the living wa
ters. "The stars throw well,” the man 
said. "One can help them.” Eiseley 
grasped the symbolism in "the star 
thrower,” and he began to search for 
the starfish and hurl them back into 
the sea. He wrote, "It was like sowing, 

the sowing of life.”15
Is that a legitimate image of preach

ing? Are not all genuine preachers 
"star throwers”? We are to be enablers 
of life rather than collectors of death.

Preaching as locker-room talk.—This 
is a mixed image and rightly so. Locker
room talk can be many things—inspi
ration at halftime, a dirty joke before 
the game, or just a lot of empty jabber. 
This last image is what I have in mind. 
For the preacher, it is the multiplica
tion of words at the expense of the 
Word.

Samuel H. Miller once spoke of a 
preacher who was "glib with God and 
giddy with gab.”16 Sometimes we are 
like that—full of shallow, meaningless, 
locker-room talk. Job disputed bitterly 
with his "friends” who were too ready 
to talk but too unwilling to listen. He 
accused them of speaking wickedly on 
God’s bebalf. "Will you speak wickedly 
on God’s behalf? Will you speak deceit
fully for him? Will you show him par
tiality? Will you argue the case for 
God? Would it turn out well if he exam
ined you? Could you deceive him as you 
might deceive men? . . . Your maxims 
are proverbs of ashes; your defences are 
defenses of clay. Keep silent” (Job 13:7- 
9,12-13, NIV).17

Preaching as oxymoron.—An oxymo
ron is a rhetorical figure in which an 
epigrammatic effect is created by a 
paradoxical conjunction of terms; two 
seemingly opposed words are put 
together to form a novel concept. 
Preaching, and ministry in general, 
can be thought of in terms of the follow
ing oxymora.

Romantic disenchantment.—Minis
try is a romantic calling, as is the task 
of preaching; but it is often disenchant
ing at the same time. The task for the 
minister is to temper his expectations 
with reality and live somewhere be
tween the mountain peaks and the val

WINTER 1986 27



leys below.
Boring challenge.—Preaching is 

hard work and is a constant challenge 
to even the sharpest, best prepared 
minds. It also can get boring. The 
preacher must struggle to keep at it 
while not allowing himself to get stale.

Contemporary anachronism.—An 
anachronism is something that is 
chronologically out of place, especially 
behind the times. What preacher 
hasn’t felt at times that his occupation 
is about as necessary as a water witch 
or as up-to-date as a sin-eater? In the 
sixties some prophets were trying to 
read the obituary for preaching, but 
they found that rumors of its death 
were greatly exaggerated! The preach
er must continually ask himself: What 
am I really trying to do? Is it necessary? 
Does it matter?

Weak power.—Preachers are some
times seen as pathetic little men who 
cannot do anything else, so they enter 
the ministry. No one in today’s society 
wants to be considered weak, but the 
preacher must come to grips with the 
fact that he is weak. And it is precisely 
that admission which allows the power 
of God to come boiling to the surface. 
The preacher utters his words, and the 
Word comes.

Joyful tyranny.—I borrowed this 
phrase from the former Archbishop of 
Canterbury, Donald Coggan. We be
moan the "relentless return of the Sab
bath” with the inevitable requirement 
of two sermons. But this is a bill we do 
not mind paying when the collector 
leaves something with us as well as 
takes something away. The collector is 
the congregation. Preaching several 
times a week can be a tyrannizing 
event, but it can be transformed into a 
joyful one. When the preacher allows 
himself to receive as well as give, then 
the tyranny eases into joy.

Preaching as prophecy.—Curt Kuhl, 

in The Prophets of Israel, noted that in 
the later sections of the Old Testament 
genuine prophecy had begun to give 
way to apocalyptic.18 In prophecy the 
people heard, "The word of the Lord 
came,” and, "Thus says the Lord.” But 
that receded into the background and 
was largely replaced by visions of 
apocalyptic literature. The close con
tact with life the early prophets had 
was lost. It was replaced by reflection 
and by self-conscious literary composi
tion. In the latter, historicity disap
peared; and where references were 
made, they were allusive and obscure.

Some contemporary preaching seems 
to be more apocalyptic than genuinely 
prophetic. It might be full of visions 
and voices but devoid of the close con
tact with this life which prophecy had. 
The Old Testament prophets were men 
in close contact with what was happen
ing around them. Amos knew what the 
situation was in Israel. There was noth
ing obscure when Nathan hoisted his 
bony finger toward David and said ac
cusingly, "You are the man!”

The preacher lives with his people 
and keeps his finger on the pulse of the 
congregation and the community. He is 
prophetic in that he is aware of the 
needs, the promises, the sins, and the 
virtues. He does not offer snake oil for 
all maladies, but a prescription for that 
patient, at that time, in that place. 
Preaching is prophecy.

Sermon Delivery
Another practical function of the 
imagination is in the delivery of the 
sermon. Robert Kirkpatrick, in The 
Creative Delivery of Sermons, argued 
that "the minister must imaginatively 
create the reality of the sermon for the 
hearers at the moment of delivery. ”19 
The preacher uses every bit of his abili
ty to help the hearers experience what 
he has experienced. The truth of the 
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sermon "happens” to the preacher, and 
he struggles to let it "happen” to his 
hearers.

This does not mean being in any 
sense unnatural or forced. This idea 
has to do with letting the manner of the 
presentation be in line with the mate
rial being presented. How many 
preachers speak at the top of their 
lungs, regardless of the subject matter? 
Can God’s love really be announced 
with a clenched fist and a frown?

The Imagination in Sermon Content
The imagination is the capacity of the 
human brain to produce an image, a 
picture. A preacher armed with an 
image of the truth can represent that 
image to his hearers. This is sense ap
peal, evoking images and experiences 
of sounds, smells, tastes, touch, sight, 
and kinesthetics which is the sensation 
of body position.

Some sermons can provide mixed im
agery and help hearers experience a va
riety of feelings and thoughts. I once 
offered the following mixed image in a 
sermon as I described the cesarean 
birth of my twin boys:

I can still vividly recall every detail of 
that surgery. I can still recall the 
pounding in my chest as I felt my 
heart would burst through my ster
num. The room was cold and I recall 
shivering, even though I had on a sur
gical gown. I can remember some of 
the conversations the doctors and 
nurses had. I can still feel the warm 
tears streaming down my cheeks, 
making my mask soggy. I remember 
the look on Ryan’s face when the doc
tor held him up just seconds after tak
ing him from the womb.20
Visual images can be stimulated by a 

preacher who helps his hearers see as 
John Jasper did in one of his sermons 
describing the plague of Egypt: "Pha
roah ... he kum frum ridin’ one day an’ 

wen he git in de pallis de hole hall is full 
uv frogs. Dey iz scamperrin’ and hop
pin’ roun’ tell dey farly kivur de groun’ 
an Pharo’ put his big foot an’ squash’d 
’em on de marbul flo’.”21 Can you see 
frogs hopping all around?

Aural images stimulate the hearers’ 
sense of hearing. Spurgeon once re
ferred to the sound of a friend’s words: 
"His words are music. ... I catch the 
intonation of each syllable as it falls, 
for it is like the harmony of the harps 
of heaven.”22

Sense appeal to smell is hard to ac
complish because smells are difficult to 
describe. Spurgeon once referred to 
"the precious perfume of the gospel 
[which] must be poured forth to sweet
en the air.” He said, "Grace is like pre
cious ointment; it spreads a perfume all 
around. When a box of fragrant spice is 
put into a room, the perfume soon fills 
the entire chamber.”23

Gustatory appeal, related to taste, is 
another difficult image to evoke; but it 
can be done.

The image of touch can be evoked, 
too. Spurgeon once said: "The heart is 
very slippery. Yes! The heart is a fish 
that troubles all gospel fishermen to 
hold . . . slimy as an eel, it slippeth 
between your fingers.”24

Kinesthesia is the sensation of bodily 
position, presence, or movement. 
Charles Rice once appealed to the sen
sation of movement as he spoke of a 
subway ride: "The scene was multicol
ored pastel—most of the jackets were in 
the overhead racks—and strangely 
quiet; people napping, reading, day
dreaming. The car was swaying gently, 
and from where I stood, the eighty 
heads and shoulders could have been 
choreographed.”25

Developing the Imagination for Preaching 
How does the preacher develop and use 
his imagination? Every person has 
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some capacity for this, so the question 
is not, Can he? but, How can he?

Studies in creativity have shown a 
pattern or a process by which creative 
thought progresses. The first stage in 
this process is the preparation or orien
tation to a subject. In preaching the 
preacher is attracted to a text and/or 
subject which is perplexing.

A second stage is the growing frustra
tion with the subject because the prob
lem seems unsolvable. The preacher 
feels a sense of frustration over not un
derstanding all about the text or at not 
being able to pull all the ideas together 
in homiletical form.

The third stage is the working of the 
unconscious mind on the problem. The 
preacher leaves his text or subject 
alone, perhaps to make a visit.

A fourth stage is the moment of in
sight as to the meaning of the problem 
or the way to solve the problem. The 
preacher has an insight as to the mean
ing of the text. It "strikes” him while he 
is working on it or perhaps while he is 
doing something totally unrelated. He 
says, "Ah, yes, now I see.”

A fifth stage is the verification of the 
insight to see if it is correct. The 
preacher goes back to work on his text 
or subject to see if the insight is viable.

A sixth stage is the original goal. The 
person achieves what he wanted to do 
in the beginning. For the preacher, this 
is when he preaches the sermon and 
feels that he has communicated the in
sight given to him.

The following are some suggestions 
for you in developing your imagina
tion.26

1. Commune often with nature.
2. Read widely in the best works of a 

variety of writers.
3. Develop devout contemplation.
4. Keep within the limit of fact. Do 

not allow the imagination to supply 
facts.

5. Work at being perceptive to all you 
see.

6. Keep a notebook or file of images 
which impress you.

7. Study suitable literature on spe
cific subjects.

8. Have an abundance of material on 
the subject at hand.

9. Toy with ideas. Follow your train 
of thought with no intention of forcing 
it to make sense at first.

10. Take sufficient time to work 
through the material so the subcon
scious mind can work with it.

11. Work on ideas which sufficiently 
challenge you.

12. Keep attention wide awake in 
periods of study.

13. Keep alive a sense of optimism.
14. Maintain a sense of humor. This 

is a fruit of the imagination, too.
15. Exercise patience with your sub

ject and yourself.
16. Keep your motivation high.
17. Strive for keeping peace of mind.
18. Work toward staying physically 

fit.
19. Keep a pen and pad handy to 

record random thoughts and insights.
20. Study the field of imagination to 

garner insights on how others have de
veloped their creativity.

21. Cultivate a sense of wonder.
22. Try working on several problems 

at the same time.
23. Stay close to people to perceive 

their real needs.
24. Try looking at situations from the 

viewpoint of someone else, such as a 
child, the other sex, a member of an 
ethnic minority group, and so on.

25. Work at fashioning metaphors 
and epigrams about what you see and 
experience.

26. Venture outside the realms of 
what is familiar to you.

The imagination will provide the in
tellectual power for "raids on the un
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speakable”—those difficult-to-under- 
stand situations of life. This requires 
the commitment of time, effort, percep
tion, and study; but it can be done. 
Imagine that!
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Preaching and Worship 
Do Mix
W. WAYNE PRICE

Preaching has made a comeback. The 
reasons are many but not complex: the 
swing of the national pendulum toward 
conserving values of the past, a need for 
authority (and preaching is certainly 
authoritarian), the return of people to 
religion, and the rise of the television 
preacher/personality. Preaching has 
come a long way since the late sixties 
and early seventies. Seminarians in 
those days sometimes laughed at 
preaching; and publishers of religious 
books frowned at proposed volumes of 
sermons, even from well-known 
preachers.

In the early eighties, however, the 
cycle seems to have entered an up
swing. Books of sermons by the great, 
the near-great, and the unknown ap
pear everyplace. By almost any stan
dard, excellent preaching is being done 
by young preachers, some still in semi
nary. But above all, the public seems to 
be listening.

Nevertheless, all is not well with 
preaching. The revitalization seems al
most to have been bought at the ex
pense of worship, from which much 
preaching has often been divorced.

At its worst, preaching has become a 
spectator sport with an entertaining 
performer delivering a religious speech 
to a passive audience. An increasing 
number of church buildings seem to 
have more in common with the tradi
tional auditorium or television set than 
with a sanctuary. In some cases the pul
pit has yielded to a Plexiglas lectern, 
giving the image of no pulpit at all and 

rendering the preacher as a life-size 
poster.

Middle-aged preachers among us re
call the old dictum that everything in 
the service should point to and prepare 
for the sermon. Those who tried to 
modify what tended toward undue ego
tism amended the rule to suggest that 
the focal point in the 'Tree church” tra
dition should really be the invitation to 
discipleship. As a part of the current 
revival of preaching, it is neither the 
sermon nor the invitation to which the 
service points; it is the preacher. Phil
lips Brooks’ oft-quoted definition of 
preaching as God’s truth mediated 
through personality seems to have 
given way to a merger of God’s truth 
and personality!

A Historical Perspective
In order to see why preaching seems to 
have brushed worship aside, we can re
verse the historical telescope, look 
through the wrong end, and get a com
pressed view of worship and preaching 
in the context of the church in history.1

The preaching of the primitive 
church has been examined thoroughly 
by professor С. H. Dodd,2 who distin
guished preaching as kerygma from 
teaching as didache. Dodd observed a 
formula proclamation, obviously de
signed for evangelistic purposes. 
Thomas H. Keir, noted that

at the first beginnings of the church 
the propaganda preaching, while it 
appealed to the Old Testament scrip
tures, was not associated with acts of
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worship. This was to be expected. The 
Book of Acts presents pictures of the 
primitive preaching in the open air, 
as on Mars Hill, when anything 
beyond a simple testimony was out of 
the question,3
By the second century, however, the 

liturgical context of preaching is 
confirmed in Justin Martyr’s descrip
tion of the primary Christian service. 
"The writings of the apostles and 
prophets were read. When the reading 
was concluded, 'the leader through an 
address gave an exhortation to follow 
these beautiful examples.’ The corpo
rate prayer and the celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper followed immediately 
thereafter.”4 By the fourth century the 
sermon had risen to a more solid place 
in the liturgy, following a lectionary of 
readings.5

From the late fourth century and 
into the fifth, three times lifted preach
ing for a short time above the liturgy 
itself: they were Chrysostom of Con
stantinople, Ambrose of Milan, and 
Augustine. We read that many came 
just to hear the sermons of Chrysostom 
and greeted them with applause.6

Following these three great preach
ers, the place of preaching in worship 
declined until, by the time of Luther, it 
held a minor place. Following the 
Reformation and the new emphasis on 
the Bible, preaching rose to new 
heights. Luther surely would have op
posed a central pulpit or a once-a- 
month observance of the Lord’s Supper, 
but he did give a prominent place to the 
Word of God. He eventually made a 
place for preaching in the daily service 
as well as in the Sunday worship.

Beyond Luther, the Council of Trent 
enjoined that sermons be preached at 
least three times a week.7 The Re
formed tradition pushed this influence 
into Puritanism and eventually to Brit
ish Dissenters and Separatists, who in 

turn influenced what we know as "the 
free church tradition.”

Out of this free church tradition, and 
the influence of the Wesleys and 
George Whitfield, came open-air 
preaching which was indeed separated 
from the liturgy. Methodism, however, 
could not consistently separate preach
ing from worship, except in evangelis
tic contexts.

By the nineteenth century, the great 
tabernacle of Charles Hadden Spur
geon, seating six thousand people, set 
preaching firmly above worship; but 
this, too, was the result of evangelistic 
intentions. Other notable nineteenth
century pulpiteers like the Beechers, 
Finney, and Moody carried forth the 
free church tradition but seldom with
out regard for some context of worship.

Preaching in the twentieth century 
increasingly chose an evangelistic mod
el, especially in church-growth groups. 
In America, more than on the Euro
pean continent, a mounting fervor for 
evangelism, the success of evangelist 
Billy Graham, and the rise of sophis
ticated electronics brought about un
precedented mass evangelism. Even in 
small-town and rural churches, pastors 
preached evangelistic sermons to con
gregations in which there were no un
believers. The greatest compliment for 
a young preacher was, "He preaches 
just like Billy Graham.” The faithful, 
who may have chosen to lift hearts and 
minds in adoration of God found 
prayers, hymns, and lessons chosen for 
little else than the conversion of non
believers. The long tradition of preach
ing in context of worship was at best 
compromised and remains so to this 
day in too many Baptist churches.

A Proper Balance
None of this is to suggest, however, that 
evangelistic preaching has no place in 
the worship context or even that 
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evangelistic preaching apart from wor
ship is invalid. It is to suggest as strong
ly as possible that throughout the 
history of the church, preaching was 
one part of worship. It is to suggest that 
evangelism has historically been but 
one function of the church. It is to sug
gest that preaching meets a need of the 
faithful for nurture, instruction, affir
mation, and encouragement. When 
preaching pushes worship aside, the 
only participation of the congregation 
is to listen. Praise of God, confession 
and forgiveness, the nurture of the 
Lord’s Supper, and the prayers of the 
church then become secondary.

The classic defintion of worship, of
fered by Bishop William Temple, 
stands to guide our worship and by im
plication to suggest preaching as a ser
vant to a larger task.

To worship is to quicken the con
science by the holiness of God, to feed 
the mind with the truth of God, to 
purge the imagination by the beauty 
of God, to open the heart to the love of 
God, to devote the will to the purpose 
of God. All this is gathered up in that 
emotion which most cleanses us from 
selfishness because it is the most 
selfless of all emotions—adoration.8 
Bishop Temple’s definition under

scores the element of the adoration of 
God which mysteriously influences the 
total person of the worshiper. When 
worship overemphasizes preaching, 
mystery tends to give way to affirma
tions, assertions, declarations, and 
even dogmatisms. When preaching is 
dominant, all other symbols become se
condary—the cross, the Lord’s Supper, 
silence, baptism, and the congregation. 
In such cases the Word is overshad
owed by words, and the worshiper is no 
longer a participant but a spectator.

Contemporary Christian worship— 
in fact, worship since the Reformation 
—has generally placed in the center ei

ther the pulpit or the Lord’s Supper 
table with the pulpit and a lectern on 
either side. Either preaching or the 
Lord’s Supper dominated. Baptist wor
ship at its best seems to have found a 
balance in the arrangement of the front 
of the sanctuary.

The majority of Baptist churches em
phasize architecturally the pulpit, the 
Lord’s Supper table, and the baptistry 
in the center of the altar area. The pul
pit is not accidentally placed between 
the latter two symbols. Often symbols 
such as a cross, an open Bible, candles, 
and liturgical colors are displayed. 
Alert guests are often able to deter
mine the balance between preaching 
and worship—or lack thereof—by en
tering the sanctuary and observing the 
use and placement of furnishings and 
symbols.

Nevertheless, Baptists, by their very 
nature, have been neither uniform nor 
unanimous in their emphasis. 
Throughout the sixties and seventies 
when preaching was generally derided 
or ignored, some fine pulpit work was 
still being done. Now that the eighties 
have entertained the renewal of 
preaching, some good worship is being 
done. But on the whole, the emphasis 
seems to be on preaching, the preacher, 
often the electronic media, and much 
less on worship.

If Baptists are to strike a proper bal
ance between worship and preaching, 
the church must pay closer attention to 
the entire New Testament, church his
tory, and the needs of the people who 
attend church. In each case—in the 
churches of the New Testament, in 
church history, and in the lives of fol
lowers of Christ—the worshiping com
munity required both evangelism and 
nurture, both the verbal symbols and 
the privilege of silence, both the expla
nations and what was allowed to re
main as mystery.
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When such a balance is maintained, 
both preaching and worship are en
hanced. The sermon may explain, 
teach, affirm, recite, or exhort through 
a spoken medium the same truths as 
are sung, prayed, read, and meditated 
upon. If the parts of worship fit togeth
er, the sermon is strengthened by such 
a context.

James F. White suggested that the 
sermon at its best "comes in the context 
of recital of how the church remembers 
God’s actions in the past and moves to 
interpret his will today in the here and 
now.”9 The past and present are joined. 
Apart from the context of worship, 
preaching becomes a single symbol 
(words), practically cut off from the his
tory of faith (hymns, confessions of 
faith, creeds, and the variety of 
prayers). Apart from context of wor
ship, preaching becomes at best an 
affirmation from one person to an im
passive group of hearers bound by no 
more than their listening.

Within the context of worship, how
ever, the sermon belongs to a communi
ty which is called together to common 
praise, common affirmation of faith, 
common confession and pardon, 
prayers for one another and the larger 
world, and some resolution to a deeper 
commitment to their risen Lord. Such a 
sermon would speak to one of the great 
themes of Christian pilgrimage, al
ready addressed in other parts of wor
ship and through other expressions, 
and by the whole company of the gath
ered faithful.

When preaching and worship 
achieve something approaching that 
hypothetical balance, each enhances 
the other and never detracts from the 
other. James S. Stewart in his Warrack 
Lectures said of the secret of preaching, 
"It belongs to that mysterious region 
where the soul of a man is disciplined 
by the Spirit of God.” He continued by 

asking where better that discipline 
than in worship and to whom more 
than the preacher and the people.10 
Stewart’s observation seems even more 
relevant in the eighties than in the 
fifties!

But how do the preacher and the peo
ple balance the two?

Some Practical Suggestions
The key words are planning and coordi
nation!

Not a few Baptist preachers recall 
their early struggles to institute a 
printed "Order of Service.” The service 
already had an order: Doxology, open
ing prayer, two hymns, announcements 
and Sunday School report, another 
hymn, offering, special music, sermon 
(the preacher read the text before he 
preached), invitation hymn, benedic
tion. Nevertheless, the order was never 
written down and, in many cases, the 
hymns were not chosen before Sunday 
morning. The argument used to oppose 
a printed order of worship was not "we 
never did it that way before.” It wasn’t 
even "too much money.” The opposi
tion, including some preachers, com
plained that printing the order of 
service programmed the Holy Spirit 
right out of worship.

A printed order of worship, however, 
no more precludes the involvement of 
the Spirit in worship than the absence 
of planning assures the divine pres
ence. Neither must order preclude all 
spontaneity. All worship benefits from 
some planning; the amount of fore
thought depends on the needs of 
preacher and worshipers.

Essential to worship planning is the 
use of the Bible, which should be the 
first "given.” A survey of orders of wor
ship for one year in any one church will 
indicate the relative balance of texts 
used: Old Testament law, prophets, and 
writings; New Testament Gospels and 
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letters. Many denominations use a lec- 
tionary; a few Baptist churches make 
use of such a system. Whatever the sys
tem, the whole Bible deserves to be 
used.

Surveys of orders of worship in a va
riety of churches can be an education in 
worship philosophy. Worship bulletins 
collected from vacation and from visits 
to various churches, received in the 
mail, and/or passed along by friends in
dicate a narrow scope of texts and 
sparse attention to the Bible within 
worship. Because Baptists are "people 
of the Book,” one would expect exten
sive use of the Bible in worship: liturgi
cal uses of the Psalms, every Sunday 
lessons from the Old Testament, the 
Epistles, and the Gospels; and musical 
settings of Scripture. The Bible seems 
secondary in the worship of too many 
Baptist churches, and preachers are to 
blame!

Because the preacher is also the 
planner and architect of worship, this 
planner needs a balanced focus. The 
preacher’s vision is best when it spans 
all the Bible, most of the great doc
trines, and a good representation of 
recurring biblical themes. The Bible is 
the heart and soul of this kind of plan
ning; the preacher is its embodiment.

The two great liturgical seasons of 
the year form the basis of such plan
ning: Christmas and Easter and the 
Sundays preceding each (Advent and 
Lent). An increasing number of preach
ers are discovering the richness of Pen
tecost as well. A full year of worship 
planning may easily add to the tradi
tional "liturgical year” a number of 
denominational emphases, the seasons 
of an individual’s life, as well as con
temporary events and issues. Series of 
sermons enlarge upon Bible books, sea
sons of the church, the denominational 
year, and the issues-doctrines-themes 
common to our faith and work.

When the preacher is able to do long- 
range sermon planning, one year 
ahead, many other elements of worship 
have time to be prepared as carefully as 
the sermon. The most obvious of these 
is music. When given the texts and 
themes for worship, musicians are 
often able to coordinate hymns, an
thems, solos, and instrumental music 
to fit the text, theme, or season. The 
preacher is better able to plan prayers, 
readings, responses, and special fea
tures. Year-ahead planning also en
ables the worship schedule to be 
adjusted as necessary, to include a ser
mon about a church or national crisis, 
an invitation to a guest speaker, or sim
ply to insert a sermon as the preacher 
feels the need. The overall plan can be 
that flexible.

Effective long-range planning makes 
specific sermon work and worship plan
ning run more smoothly. Sermon and 
worship preparation seem to feed one 
another. For example, intensive work 
on a specific sermon washes over into 
ideas for prayers, music, other Scrip
ture lessons, and occasionally some spe
cial worship features. For the majority 
of preachers, the sermon comes first 
and the specifics of the worship service 
seem to flow from the sermon. But 
sometimes, especially at Christmas, 
Easter, Pentecost, or in a denomina
tional emphasis, the worship service 
may fall quickly into place; and the ser
mon seems to grow out of the direction 
of worship. For example, some selection 
of choral music chosen for a specific ser
vice can suggest a sermon direction.11 
Great music has much in common with 
great preaching.

Many congregations expect to par
ticipate in worship throughout the 
hour, and most would readily do so if 
given the opportunity. Responsive 
readings, responsive and unison 
prayers, short musical pieces used as 
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responses, and Scripture lessons all in
volve the people. When the preacher 
has a clear sense of purpose, the ser
mon will suggest the content of congre
gational involvement. No congregation 
should be forced to remain a spectator 
to someone else’s worship—or perfor
mance.

Just as the extensive use of the Bible 
is essential to worship and worship 
planning—especially for Baptists as 
people of the Book, so must be the par
ticipation of the people. The priesthood 
of the believers, which Baptists hold 
dear, presupposes a certain responsibil
ity and desire that worship involve the 
people as well as the paid professionals. 
Careful planning from week to week 
can make a congregation essential to 
the worship order and involved in the 
sermon.

A final observation about planning 
speaks to the church staff. Even in the 
smallest church, somebody plays the 
piano or organ. With greater numbers 
of people usually comes a more 
thoroughly trained musical leader, and 
sometimes another staff member who 
serves often as a leader in worship. The 
extent to which nonpreaching leaders 
help to plan worship varies, and no for
mula for involvement exists. Some in
volvement seems mandatory. If the 
preacher plans three to twelve months 
ahead,12 a written preaching/worship 
schedule can be made available to these 
leaders. The group of two or three (pas
tor, musician, worship leader) can meet 
on the same day of every week to plan 
the service. This may also be an occa
sion for ongoing training for all persons 
involved in the area of worship, espe
cially as the group discusses what to do, 
how to do it, and why. Such group work, 
more often than not, will lead to ser
vices characterized by unified content, 
mood, and direction. The sermon and 
the service of worship will support one 

another most of the time.

Conclusion
Is the Sunday morning worship hour 
the most important hour in the church 
week? If attendance means anything, 
our people say it is. Two or three times 
as many people attend morning wor
ship as attend Sunday evening. The 
proportion is even further distanced for 
Wednesday evening prayer services. 
Our people believe the morning wor
ship service is the most important 
event of the church week.

In the late forties and early fifties, 
the class secretary of the typical Sun
day School asked, while checking off 
the six-point record system, "How 
many staying for preaching?” The 
issue may be clear, Do we attend 
preaching or worship? In fact, we can 
worship even if there is no preaching; 
but the event called preaching does not 
guarantee worship. But when the two 
fit together, complement one another, 
draw upon one another, worship has a 
better opportunity to happen; and the 
lives of all the participants have a bet
ter opportunity to be transformed or 
renewed.

’This historical sketch is dependent on Yngve Brilioth, A Brief 
History of Preaching, trans. Karl E. Mattson (Philadelphia: For
tress, 1965).

2С. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Development 
(Chicago: Willett, Clark, 1937), pp. 1-5.

’Thomas H. Keir, The Word in Worship (London: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1962), p. 32.

«Brilioth, p. 22.
’Ibid., p. 25.
‘Brilioth reviews these three homiletic giants, pp. 31-61.
’Brilioth, pp. 142-43.
‘William Temple, Daily Readings from William Temple, comp. 

Hugh C. Warner, ed. William Wand (New York: Abingdon Press, 
1965), pp. 10-11.

’James F. White, New Forms of Worship (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1971) p. 176.

10James S. Stewart, Preaching (London: English University 
Press, 1955), Preface.

1'Joseph E. McCabe, Handel’s Messiah: a Devotional Commen
tary (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978).

"An increasing number of pastors have convinced their 
churches to provide expense money and time away for study 
leave. Many continuing education programs are available. Such 
times are excellent opportunities to do long-range preaching and 
worship planning.
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Planning Your Preaching
JAMES E. HIGHTOWER

A teenage boy decided to skip Sunday 
morning church. His parents noticed 
his absence. As the family was leaving 
church, the father asked his son, "Joe, 
what was the sermon about today?” Joe 
quickly and confidently responded, 
"Oh, Brother Smith preached about 
Jonah again. You know, Dad, he always 
preaches about Jonah.” The mother 
and father couldn’t disagree. The pas
tor had preached on Jonah. He had 
preached about Jonah last Sunday, and 
they were sure Jonah would somehow 
be worked into the sermon next Sun
day, regardless of the text.

This story is true. For our purpose it 
is not about the teenage boy’s skipping 
church. It is about the preacher. Broth
er Smith has failed to keep fresh in the 
pulpit. Before we all condemn him, let’s 
confess that his sin is too often our sin 
also. Many of our sermons are simply 
different approaches, Sunday after 
Sunday, to the same theme.

A ministerial joke that is often true 
is "The Sermon Barrel.” You know 
what it is. You’ve had a hard week. Sev
eral unexpected and time-consuming 
events have occurred. It’s late Friday 
afternoon, and you don’t have your 
Sunday sermons planned. So the path 
of least resistance is to pull two ser
mons from your last pastorate and 
preach them again. The continual use 
of a sermon barrel is an open declara
tion that preaching is not important to 
your ministry.

You are busy. It does take quality 
time to produce two well-organized, 
biblically sound sermons a week! So 
what’s a preacher to do?

I have one basic word: plan! Plan
ning your preaching can keep you fresh 
in the pulpit for at least two reasons. (1) 
It eliminates the Monday morning pan
ic, "What am I going to pleach about 
next Sunday?” You have planned your 
pulpit ministry. Because of this, you 
can study specifically for next Sunday’s 
sermons. (2) Planning your preaching 
allows you to plan your entire worship 
service, not just your sermon. Your peo
ple begin to feel that worship is impor
tant to you. As effective worship 
increases in importance to you, it also 
takes on a new dimension of excite
ment within the church.

Keep Fresh in the Pulpit 
by Preaching Through the Bible
Joe had been the pastor of his first 
church for four weeks. He was excited 
about his ministry and loved preaching 
the Word of God. Then came Monday 
morning of the fifth week. Joe sat in his 
study until noon trying to find a suit
able text to tempt the saints on the next 
Sunday. He never found it.

Finally, on Thursday afternoon, in 
desperation, he called the senior pastor 
in the community. With panic in his 
voice, he shouted into the telephone, 
"Brother Baker, I just have to talk to 
you.” This wise pastor encouraged his 
young, pastor friend to come right over. 
Joe rushed into Brother Baker’s office’ 
settled into a chair, and blurted out: "I 
can’t find anything to preach about 
Sunday. What ain I going to do?”

Brother Baker helped his young 
friend to express his anxiety and to 
calm down. Then he began telling his 
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own story of forty years ago.
"Joe, when I first began preaching, 

nearly the same experience happened 
to me. I preached several weeks and 
then was out of sermon subjects. I pa
nicked, ran to an older pastor, and said 
in desperation, ’Tell me something to 
preach!’ He said five words I’ll never 
forget, ’Plan to preach the Bible.’ Then 
my friend showed me how. May I show 
you, Joe?” Joe nodded an eager con
sent. This is the plan Brother Baker 
shared.

Many people have not had a sys
tematic presentation of the whole 
Word of God. We may know a great 
deal about 1 Corinthians and nothing 
at all about Obadiah. If you take the 
task of pastor/preacher seriously, you 
must preach and teach the entire Bible. 
Therefore, set up a Sunday morning 
preaching schedule that would ac
quaint your congregation with every 
book in the Bible. It is good to alternate 
between Old Testament and New Tes
tament books. This way variety is ex
perienced and the gospel is clearly 
proclaimed.

You can use different preaching 
styles (expository, textual, topical, even 
monologue) for the different books. 
However, the purpose is to give your 
people an overview of every book in the 
Bible.

This preaching plan calls for disci
pline. You must be willing to find the 
unifying theme or themes in each book 
and present them in a concise way on 
Sunday morning. However, this 
planned approach to preaching is much 
easier than frantically searching for 
next week’s text.

On Sunday night you can take any 
book you’ve completed and do a series 
of sermons on it. For example, you have 
preached your message on the Book of 
Genesis. Now on Sunday evenings do a 
study of doctrine taken from Genesis.

Genesis contains the doctrines of God, 
of creation, of man, of sin, and of judg
ment. By the time you complete this 
series you could preach an evening se
ries from the Gospel of Matthew on the 
parables of Jesus. With this type of 
planned Bible preaching you never run 
out of material. In fact, the trouble 
becomes finding a place to stop!

After you have preached through the 
books of the Bible, you can preach on 
favorite chapters from throughout the 
Bible. Caution should be exercised in 
keeping the Old and New Testaments 
in balance.

The next unit in this particular 
preaching plan would be the para
graph, the favorite unit of Scripture for 
preaching. Next would be the sentence. 
Finally you are preaching about a sin
gle word (love, grace, peace) from the 
Scripture.

This method of preaching has several 
obvious advantages. First, it affirms the 
fact that you, as a biblical preacher, 
take the Word of God seriously. When 
you stand prepared to proclaim the 
Scripture, you model the fact of the im
portance of the Bible for your congrega
tion. Second, it encourages you not to 
ride a hobbyhorse every Sunday. How
ever, that means you must be disci
plined and sincere in your study of the 
Scripture. Finally, this plan is a su
preme example of how you can stay 
fresh in the pulpit. You know who you 
are as the man of God, and you plan for 
effective worship.

One word of caution needs to be 
sounded. You will occasionally need to 
digress from this plan. Special days in 
the life of the church or special seasons 
in the church year (Easter, for exam
ple) may mean you need to move away 
from your plan for one or more Sun
days. Do it! The preaching plan is a 
help, not a master, to the pastor.

An objection to this type of preaching 
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is that it doesn’t meet the life situations 
of people. Nothing could be further 
from reality. The Bible contains every 
emotion (love-hatred, generosity-greed, 
joy-depression) known to man. As you 
confront these life situations in Scrip
ture, speak to them. As you preach the 
Bible, you do life-situation preaching.

Are you having trouble keeping fresh 
in the pulpit? Try the Bible; it’s as fresh 
as today’s newspaper!

Keep Fresh in the Pulpit 
by Celebrating the Christian Year
During certain Christian celebrations, 
such as Easter and Christmas, the 
preaching method making use of the 
liturgical year can bring new vitality to 
your pulpit ministry.

For example, Christmas may be ap
proached in two ways. Two weeks 
before Christmas we can begin singing 
Christmas hymns. Then on the Sunday 
before Christmas we can sing Christ
mas hymns and preach a message 
about Christmas. There is an alterna
tive, however. The early church decid
ed that Christmas was so important 
that we should spiritually prepare our
selves for its coming. Thus, the season 
of Advent became four weeks of spiri
tual preparation preceding the celebra
tion of Christ’s birth.

The first way of experiencing Christ
mas is designed simply to get us 
through the season. The second way 
gives serious attention to the fact that 
the Son of God has come to earth in 
human form. Religious tradition and 
scriptural inspiration can be coupled to 
provide a significant worship experi
ence for all Christians. Preaching can 
be planned around the church year.

The Christian year begins four Sun
days prior to Christmas. This is Advent, 
the season of spiritual preparation for 
Christmas. Following Christmas is 
Christmastide. It runs from Christmas 

Eve to January 6. (Therefore, it encom
passes one or two Sundays.) The theme 
of this celebration emphasizes the con
tinuing gift of God’s love to us through 
Jesus, His Son. Christmastide gives em
phasis to the continuing significance of 
Jesus’ birth.

Epiphany, meaning "the manifesta
tion,” begins on January 6. This season 
focuses on man’s gift to God. It is a time 
to examine the lives of those who 
brought gifts to Christ. A biblical look 
at the Wise Men and their gifts to the 
Christ child, as well as persons who 
brought their lives to Christ as a living 
sacrifice, is important preaching mate
rial. This season lasts from four to nine 
weeks, depending on the date of Easter.

Lent is the next major season. Lent is 
spiritual preparation for Easter just as 
Advent is spiritual preparation for 
Christmas. There are six Sundays in 
Lent. The sixth Sunday is called Palm 
Sunday, denoting Christ’s entry into 
Jerusalem. These weeks of Lent are 
given to self-examination and repen
tance. This is the time for individuals to 
recognize their sinfulness in the face of 
a holy God. It is this spiritual prepara
tion that enables us to accept with joy 
Jesus’ sacrifice on Calvary and His tri
umphant resurrection.

Two days within Lent are often cele
brated by Baptists. The Thursday 
before Easter Sunday is called Maundy 
Thursday. It was the original obser
vance of the commandment Jesus gave 
His disciples when they gathered to 
celebrate the Passover with Jesus. The 
second day is Good Friday, the Friday 
before Easter. This day commemorates 
the love of God that would not fail, even 
as a sinful world allowed His Son to die. 
Many communities have an ecumeni
cal worship around the event of the 
cross, even as we do Easter Sunday. 
Easter itself is the major day in all of 
Christendom’s worship. This day re
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minds us of the victory of good over evil, 
the triumph of God over death, and the 
victory that can now be claimed by all 
believers. Eastertide is the Sundays 
(normally six) between Easter Sunday 
and Pentecost.

Pentecost Sunday is fifty days after 
Passover, normally the seventh Sun
day after Easter. This Sunday cele
brates the church’s birth and the 
presence of the Holy Spirit. The Book of 
Acts (especially chapter 2) is appropri
ate for the biblical preaching of this 
day.

Following Pentecost is Trinity Sun
day. Now that we have experienced 
God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
we can proclaim the one God who 
shows Himself to us in three ways. 
Trinity Sunday is followed by Trinity
tide. It is a lengthy season of twenty- 
three to twenty-seven weeks which, 
when concluded, will take you back to 
Advent. It is during this time that the 
teachings of Jesus have traditionally 
been emphasized.

Using these days as a guide to 
preaching will allow your church to 
hear and study all of God’s Word. It will 
also allow you, as pastor, to focus on 
specific biblical events and preach 
about them. Scripture readings for the 
Christian year can be found in many 
sources. One of these is Robert Bailey’s 
New Ways in Christian Worship. An
other is James Cox’s A Guide to Bibli
cal Preaching. You could also seek out 
ministers in your community who use 
regular Scripture readings. They would 
be glad to share their lectionary with 
you. You might even form a support 
group of ministers for prayer and 
sharing, thereby strengthening the 
Christian witness of your whole com
munity.

Keep Fresh in the Pulpit 
by Using the Civil Calendar
It is not the business of the church to 
wed itself to the government. However, 
many days observed as civil holidays 
have explicit, spiritual dimensions. 
Specific worship and preaching ideas 
on these days are found in Sermons and 
Services for Special Days. Another good 
sermon resource for special occasions is 
Landrum P. Leavell’s Sermons for Cele
brating. To start your thinking, let me 
suggest several days and preaching 
ideas.

New Year’s Day is a civil holiday that 
gives emphasis to a spiritual dimen
sion. Gulledge devoted five pages of ser
mon material to the Christian 
celebration of New Year’s Day.

Boy Scout Sunday is in February. 
Girl Scouts have a similar Sunday set 
aside in March. Two things should be 
given consideration here. A pastor will 
have a chance to present the gospel to 
young persons who attend church only 
this one time each year. Youth will be 
drawn to the attention of adult wor
shipers as they seldom are. A warm
hearted, pastoral presentation of the 
gospel coupled with a lifting up of the 
importance of training youth can lead 
to meaningful worship. Othell Hand 
suggested the simple passage from 
John 6:9, "There is a lad here,” as an 
appropriate text.1

February 14 is Valentine’s Day. It 
was a day set aside by the early church 
to celebrate the Festival of Saint Valen
tine. It is today a time to send notes and 
gifts to those we love. The pastor needs 
to make persons aware of the Christian 
dimension of love. Love need not be 
defined by the card companies; it can be 
defined biblically by the Christian pas
tor. This is a civil, largely commercial 
holiday that can be used to explain an 
important Christian principle.

Mother’s Day is observed the second 
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Sunday in May. This is a time to uphold 
the importance of the family and to 
give mothers praise for the task they 
faithfully perform in the family.

Another emphasis that is often com
bined with Mother’s Day is children’s 
dedication service. Many call this a par
ent dedication service to place empha
sis on parents who are dedicating 
themselves before God and the congre
gation to rear their child in the nurture 
and admonition of the Lord. This is also 
an important time for the church fam
ily members as they declare their in
tention to help with the rearing of 
children within their care. A sample 
service is found in Sermons and Ser
vices for Special Days.

A new emphasis in some churches is 
Children’s Day. It is commonly cele
brated on the second Sunday in June. 
One church’s daylong celebration for 
children begins with Sunday School 
and a special emphasis on children in 
the worship service, followed by a pic
nic after church for the children.

The third Sunday in June is Father’s 
Day. The pastor can hold up the Chris
tian family and the father’s importance 
within it.

July 4 is another day commonly cele
brated in Baptist churches. It is good to 
emphasize the power of political free
dom; it is essential to hold up the spiri
tual freedom that believers have in 
Jesus Christ.

Labor Day is the first Monday in Sep
tember. Many pastors use this day to 
emphasize the dignity of work. The par
able of the generous employer (see 
Matt. 20:1-16) offers rich opportunities 
to teach about the nature of God in the 
context of labor.

Columbus Day commemorates the 
discovery of our land. Certainly the 
pastor and congregation who view 
themselves as pilgrims can find cause 
to celebrate God’s discovery of us 

through Jesus Christ.
Halloween, the last day of October, 

was the day in medieval history when 
all supernatural forces could dominate 
the world before All Saints’ Day. It is a 
reminder to the Christian that we live 
in a world of good and evil. It is also a 
reminder that we are called to choose 
the good through the power of the Holy 
Spirit.

Thanksgiving is commonly celebrat
ed in Christian churches in America. 
Perhaps we are living out the parable 
of the ten lepers Jesus cured. One Sun
day a year we come back to say thank 
you.

Keep Fresh in the Pulpit 
by Using the Denominational Calendar
Each month of the denominational cal
endar highlights certain events in the 
denomination’s ongoing mission. Many 
of these are important to the ongoing 
mission of the local church as well as 
the broader fellowship of the Conven
tion. Some annual emphases lend 
themselves to preaching.

October is always designated as Co
operative Program, Church Budget De
velopment, and Outreach Month. A 
relatively new observance, but one of 
growing importance, is World Hunger 
Day; it is observed the second Sunday 
in October.

In November stewardship and budg
et subscription plans are stressed. The 
importance of Christian stewardship 
can be appropriately addressed during 
this time in the church’s calendar. Ad
ditional help can be obtained from the 
Stewardship Commission.

Foreign missions and the Lottie 
Moon Christmas offering for foreign 
missions traditionally are emphasized 
during December. This emphasis can 
be meshed with the Advent season. The 
coming of Jesus is the light for all men 
making missions an imperative.
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The January Bible Study emphasis 
may well be kicked off by preaching on 
the themes of the book to be studied. 
Also in January, Baptist Men’s Day 
and Witness Commitment Day are two 
excellent occasions for gospel procla
mation.

February may have more denomina
tional emphases worthy of preaching 
than the pastor can handle in one year. 
Baptist World Alliance Sunday is the 
first Sunday of February. This Sunday 
stresses the worldwide fellowship of 
Baptists. The second Sunday is Race 
Relations Sunday, stressing our one
ness in humanity and our oneness as 
believers in Jesus the Christ. The third 
Sunday is Baptist Seminaries, Colleges, 
and Schools Day, stressing the impor
tance of Christian education.

Home missions emphasis and the 
Annie Armstrong Easter offering occur 
in March. A strong presentation of the 
necessity for missions where we are is 
important. Youth Week also occurs in 
March. A revival team from a local 
Baptist Student Union may add extra 
enthusiasm to the week.

Cooperative Program Day is ob
served the third Sunday in April. It is 
a time to remind ourselves as a denomi
nation that God has united us in man
power and funds for winning the world 
to Christ.

Life Commitment and Church Voca
tions Sunday is celebrated the fourth 
Sunday in April. Pastors are asked to 
remind persons that God’s will is im
portant as they consider the steward
ship of their lives. Pastors also need to 
encourage persons who are feeling 
God’s call to a specific church vocation. 
A sermon calling for those who feel 
called out to respond is appropriate on 
this day.

The family receives special emphasis 
during May. Senior Adult Day and 
Christian Home Week are observed. It 

is a good time to emphasize from the 
pulpit the importance of the family and 
to observe Christian Home Week.

Vacation Bible School presents the 
pastor a unique opportunity to share 
the love of Christ with children. Many 
of these children only have contact 
with the church for this annual empha
sis.

Baptist heritage is stressed during 
the month of June. The annual meeting 
of the Southern Baptist Convention is 
an appropriate time to share some dis- 
tinctives concerning our heritage.

Christian Citizenship Sunday is ob
served on the Sunday closest to July 4. 
It is a time to lead our people to under
stand the paradox of living in two king
doms—the government of our land and 
the kingdom of God.

Church Music week is observed the 
third week of August. Musical procla
mation and verbal proclamation can be 
coordinated for dynamic worship.

Sunday School preparation week is 
the last week of September. Worship 
could be built around expressing ap
preciation to Sunday School leaders 
during the past year and helping new 
leaders to focus on their commitment.

The denominational calendar pro
vides a full range of preaching themes. 
Evangelism, ethical issues, missions, 
Christian education, and other topics 
are found in the denominational calen
dar. These various themes will help you 
speak to the needs of individuals in 
your congregation. The denomination
al calendar can enable the pastor to 
keep the church abreast of denomina
tional happenings and speak pastorally 
at the same time.

Keep Fresh in the Pulpit 
by Creative Celebrations of the Ordinances
The symbols of our faith are baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper. As symbols, 
they point us to a greater reality. Many 
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Baptists have assumed that because 
they are symbols they are not impor
tant. Yet in the sixties some persons 
were willing to kill other human beings 
for burning the American flag, a sym
bol of our nation. Symbols are impor
tant.

Symbols are only as important as 
persons understand them to be, how
ever. For example, two persons may ex
perience the celebration of the Lord’s 
Supper. One goes through the motions 
—eats the bread, drinks the cup, and is 
glad when it is over. Another holds the 
bread in reverence, drinks the cup in 
awe, and quietly sheds tears, thanking 
God for His redemptive act in Jesus 
Christ.

Why two such different responses to 
the same event? The second person 
truly understands the symbolism that 
the congregation is acting out. The first 
person is just going through the me
chanics. Observing the Lord’s Supper 
or baptism is never enough. For the ob
servance to be meaningful, understand
ing must accompany this observance. 
This understanding will come when the 
pastor both teaches and observes the 
ordinances.

I feel the time to teach about the ordi
nances is not on the same day they are 
being observed. It is best to teach the 
meaning of the ordinances in the nor
mal course of preaching, ideally in the 
Sunday morning service so that the 
greatest number of persons is exposed 
to the teaching about these two great 
events in the church’s life. When peo
ple understand the ordinances, a rou
tine event becomes a moving religious 
experience.

Baptism and the Lord’s Supper can 
appropriately be celebrated on Sunday 
morning, Sunday evening, and on 
Wednesday evening. Obviously, Sun
day morning has an advantage in that 
more persons are in church than at any 

other time. Flexibility and the pastor’s 
commitment to teaching and observing 
the ordinances is the key.

The frequency of observing baptism 
is a question for the local church to de
cide. Obviously, it takes only one candi
date for baptism. The meaning of the 
symbol will also be experienced with 
one person. As congregations partici
pate in the symbol of baptism, they 
often catch an evangelistic spirit that 
affirms their work as evangels and 
God’s redemptive act in the world.

It is important that baptism not be a 
passive experience for the candidate or 
the congregation. This can be avoided 
by planned participation. Ideas for 
Effective Worship Services has sugges
tions for a candidate and congregation
al response.

Baptism is a powerful moment when 
the candidate and the congregation re
member again God’s redemptive act in 
history. Acting out Christ’s death, buri
al, and resurrection is a high moment 
in the church’s life.

As with baptism, the Lord’s Supper 
needs to be rotated between the various 
worship services, including Wednesday 
night. This will ensure that persons 
who cannot attend on Sunday have op
portunity to participate in this impor
tant celebration of the church.

New meaning can be brought to the 
Lord’s Supper by finding creative ways 
to celebrate it.

Keep Fresh in the Pulpit 
by Pulling It All Together
Which of these plans is best? All of 
them. Combine preaching through the 
Bible with preaching from the Chris
tian year and the civil and denomina
tional calendars. Let’s look at a 
three-week period from mid-December 
to mid-January. All four preaching pro
grams can be used. Sermons could in
clude preaching through the Bible, a 
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foreign mission theme, a Christmas ser
vice, a New Year’s theme, and an em
phasis on the January Bible Study 
book. A pastor may choose to preach 
through the Bible, book by book, on 
Sunday evenings, with an interlude for 
January Bible Study. The civil calen
dar can be given recognition by a wor
ship theme planned around New 
Year’s. The Christian calendar can be 
acknowledged by the Christmas cele
bration. Finally, the denominational 
calendar can be helpful in planning the 
foreign missions empahsis and the 
January Bible Study.

No one plan is all good or bad. Some 
plans will feel more comfortable to you 
than others. Combining these pro
grams will ensure that you never 
flounder for good, biblically based ser
mons.

’Jack Gulledge, Sermons and Services for Special Days (Nash
ville: Convention Press, 1979), p. 18.

Additional Resources
Bailey, Robert. New Ways in Christian 

Worship. Nashville: Broadman 
Press, 1981.

Barry, James C. Ideas for Effective Wor
ship Services. Nashville: Conven
tion Press, 1977.

Cox, James W. A Guide to Biblical 
Preaching. Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1976.

Gulledge, Jack. Sermons and Services 
for Special Days. Nashville: Con
vention Press, 1979.

Leavell, Landrum. Sermons for Cele
brating. Nashville: Broadman 
Press, 1978.

McEachern, Alton H. Proclaim the Gos
pel. Nashville: Convention Press, 
1975.

Pearce, J. Winston. Planning Your 
Preaching. Nashville: Broadman 
Press, 1979.

JESUS CALLS US TO 
WITNESS COMMITMENT

The Great Commission of 
Christ challenges us today to 
continue His bold mission of 
reaching the world with the 
Good News of Christ. As Chris
tians we have a responsibility 
to be witnesses to the lost, 
sharing our personal faith with 
others.

To help Southern Baptists 
fulfill their potential as bold 
witnesses for Christ, a conv
ention-wide training effort is 
sponsored by Sunday School, 
Church Training and Evange
lism Council. The Convention 
goal is to train one million 
Sunday School workers, adults, 
and youth to witness by 1990.

Witness Commitment Day 
is January 12,1986. The kick
off date for the massive wit
ness training event in the 
churches has been set for 
Sunday, January 19, 1986.

Plan now to participate in
the witness training events in
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A Search for Excellence 
in Preaching
SCOTT L. TATUM

How would you like to spend a year 
going all over America searching for 
excellence in preaching? That’s what I 
did. During a recent sabbatical, I trav
eled in twenty-two states representing 
every section of our nation except Alas
ka and Hawaii. I evaluated the preach
ing of 119 preachers whom I saw and 
heard in person. The speakers repre
sented eighteen different denomina
tions. Seven were black; seven were 
women.

Having been a pastor for about thirty 
years and having a number of years’ 
experience in the classroom, I have de
veloped some standards by which to 
evaluate my own preaching and that of 
others. This is part of my job. People 
want me to do this evaluation, and I 
seek to do it in a spirit of love for 
preachers and a commitment to a task 
to which God has called us.

Many people helped me in this un
dertaking. I wrote to approximately 
one hundred religious leaders request
ing them to send me the names of ten 
preachers in their area whom they con
sidered above average in the quality of 
their preaching. I asked the members 
of our Southwestern faculty to make 
similar suggestions. Professors of 
preaching in other seminaries sent me 
some names. I asked all of them to in
clude persons from several denomina
tions and from various sizes of 
churches. From the hundreds of sugges
tions I received, I planned my sabbati
cal study.

I tried to hear a representative cross 

section of preachers. I sought to bal
ance the names I had received by hear
ing other preachers in those same areas 
whom I selected at random. The final 
list of 119 preachers was indicative, I 
believe, of preaching in America today. 
It included both younger and older 
preachers; pastors of small and large 
churches; seminary-trained preachers 
and those without formal training.

The project was not designed to be a 
scientific survey. It was an honest effort 
to study representative preaching in 
America and to determine its strengths 
and weaknesses. This was no attempt 
to identify seven star preachers as Time 
magazine did in 1979.11 never intended 
to make a list of "The Greatest Preach
ers in America.” I agree with Clyde 
Fant who wrote:

The nineteenth century was indeed 
a strong century for preaching, but no 
stronger than the twentieth. Every 
teacher of preaching is pressed to an
swer the question, ’’Where are the 
great preachers today?” The answer 
is, ’’Right where they have always 
been—few and far between.”2 
A number of years ago Daniel Jen

kins in delivering the Lyman Beecher 
Lectures at Yale Divinity School began 
the series with a lecture entitled 
"Thank God There Are No Great 
Preachers Today.” His thesis was a 
challenge to try to be faithful in the 
pulpit rather than to try to be great as 
the world measures greatness.

In my search for excellence, I tried to 
keep in mind the admonition of Jesus 
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in Mark 10:43: ’’Whoever wishes to 
become great among you shall be your 
servant.”3 I looked for preachers who 
are obviously servants of the Lord, ser
vants of the Word, and servants of the 
people. In that sense I was at least 
sometimes pleased to hear sermons I 
could call excellent in their effective
ness. Unfortunately, I also heard many 
sermons that were dreadfully disap
pointing.

Normally I heard preachers on Sun
day mornings or Sunday evenings in 
their own pulpits. A few exceptions 
were preachers whom I heard in reviv
al meetings during the week or at con
ventions or conferences.

Wherever possible I had a personal 
conference with the preacher whom I 
was visiting. We discussed the preach
er’s sermon preparation, library, filing 
system, theology of preaching, and 
ideas for improving the teaching of 
preaching. I spent as much time as I 
could learning about the church, the 
community, and the preacher. In most 
cases the preachers knew well in ad
vance about my coming. On a few occa
sions it did not seem wise to schedule 
personal conferences, and I heard a 
number of preachers without making 
my presence known.

The year’s study gave me a new ap
preciation for preachers and preaching. 
While there is much need for improve
ment; there is also a hunger for effec
tiveness and a sincere desire to speak to 
the people for the Lord. Excellence lies 
in faithfulness and effectiveness. 
DeWitte T. Holland expressed it well:

Moreover, while we do have mate
rial on most of the exceptionally great 
preachers and some on the near
greats, there is no information on 
ninety-nine per cent of the priests and 
ministers who, through the years, 
have preached faithfully and effectu
ally without great public acclaim in 

country, village, and city. In the final 
accounting, those are the people who 
have been largely responsible for the 
preaching of the gospel and through 
whom God has worked his redemptive 
purposes.4

A Standard for Evaluation
How may the effectiveness of preaching 
be evaluated? Obviously none of us is 
qualified to know how God uses His 
Word, even when it is handled inaccu
rately or ineffectively. But there are 
some standards.

H. C. Brown has suggested a defini
tion of preaching that I have found use
ful, even though it is a bit cumbersome. 
’’Preaching is the use of the Bible for 
sermons which are hermeneutically ac
curate, theologically oriented, psycho
logically directed, rhetorically 
structured, and orally communicated 
to the audience by a God-called minis
ter led by the Holy Spirit.”5 An anal
ysis of that definition and the use of the 
various phrases in it will furnish the 
preacher with a tool for the measure
ment of the possible effectiveness of his 
sermon.

Obviously the most effective preach
ing uses the Bible by means of accurate 
hermeneutics. The sermon is a word 
from God and is a word about God. In 
that sense it is theologically oriented. 
Good theology is the basis for good 
preaching. Faulty theology and care
less hermeneutics produce poor preach
ing.

The psychology of preaching is a 
much needed area of emphasis. A good 
pastor preaches to meet the needs of his 
people. He needs to be a godly psycholo
gist.

The sermon needs some kind of struc
ture. It does not need to be a slave to 
ancient Greek rhetoric, but it must 
have carefully planned direction. Hal
ford E. Luccock said: ’’Who has not seen 
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a sermon collapse gelatinously all over 
the church auditorium because there 
was no hard skeleton? The fear of the 
Lord is the beginning of wisdom in 
preaching, but the fear of gelatin also 
helps.”6

Preaching is oral communication. It 
must not neglect the eternal principles 
of communication and would do well to 
employ the best of modern communica
tion methods. The most effective 
preachers keep this in mind. Many 
have special gifts for communication.

The minister is part of the message. 
He is helpless without a sense of divine 
call and the power of the Holy Spirit. Al 
Fasol observed that sermon delivery 
should "maximize the message and 
minimize the messenger.”7

H. C. Brown’s definition, as analyzed 
above, has become one of the vehicles I 
have found useful in determining my 
opinion of the effectiveness of a sermon. 
At Southwestern Seminary I use a ser
mon evaluation form to identify the 
various elements in a sermon and 
evaluate the items as "excellent,” 
"good,” "could be improved,” or "needs 
special attention.” During my sabbati
cal project, I employed the same 
evaluation techniques.

Hermeneutics
Nothing is more basic in preaching 
than hermeneutics. After I had heard a 
sermon, I always asked, "How responsi
bly was the Word of God handled?”

Of the 119 sermons I evaluated, it 
was my judgment that eighteen of 
them (15%) were excellent hermeneuti
cally. The text was interpreted accu
rately. The preacher told the 
congregation both what God said in the 
text and what God is saying in the text. 
John R. W. Stott likened preaching to 
bridge building. "A bridge is a means of 
communication between two places 
which otherwise would be cut off from 

one another by a river or ravine. It 
makes possible a flow of traffic which 
without it would be impossible.”8

Sixty-five of the sermons (54%) re
flected satisfactory hermeneutics in 
that there were no glaring errors in in
terpretation, but on the other hand 
they lacked excellent hermeneutics in 
bringing the text into the fresh vitality 
Jesus demonstrated in Nazareth when 
He declared, "Today this scripture has 
been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 
4:21, RSV; referring to Isa. 61:1).9

Thirteen of the sermons (11%) had 
hermeneutical weaknesses and made 
obvious errors in interpretation even 
though the overall interpretation of the 
text was not compromised to a great 
degree.

Twenty-three of the sermons (19%) 
had glaring errors in hermeneutics. 
They would not have received a passing 
grade in a seminary class in homiletics. 
They made absurd claims for the text. 
They revealed the fact that the preach
er had not done a responsible job of ex
egesis in sermon preparation.

With the above observations in mind, 
it became obvious to me that probably 
one third of the preachers in America 
are in serious need of sharpening their 
skills in hermeneutics. Although some 
seminary graduates I heard made glar
ing errors in interpretation, it was re
freshing for me to notice that seminary 
training really does make a difference!

The Sunday School Board of the 
Southern Baptist Convention and vari
ous church administration depart
ments in some of our state Baptist 
conventions are to be commended for 
conducting preaching conferences to 
help meet this acute need. Our Semi
nary External Education Division is 
also doing an outstanding work. No 
preacher has to forgo basic training for 
his most important task.
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Structure
Of the 119 sermons I evaluated, it was 
my opinion that fourteen (12%) had 
biblically sound outlines of superior 
quality. They were direct biblical ser
mons. The title and main points had 
obvious biblical authority. The text 
shaped the message! These sermons 
were well organized. The hearers found 
it comfortable and challenging to be 
guided by the preacher through a well- 
planned message. Henry Grady Davis 
emphasized this important quality in 
preaching:

To learn to preach, a man must de
velop his sense of form, his feeling for 
the shape and organic structure of a 
thought. This is the first step in learn
ing. To feel the shape and structure of 
his idea is also the first and chief task 
in preparing any given sermon, down 
to the last one a man will preach 
before he dies. No man ever graduates 
from this, or gets above it.

A sense of form can be developed 
and turned into a skill in the use of 
form. But it can be done only by con
stant attention to the organic struc
ture of every talk one hears and 
everything one reads.10
Fifty-seven of the sermons (48%) had 

acceptable outlines. The preacher had 
organized his message. The major 
truths were not always stated clearly, 
but the sermons had unity and order. 
Stating the major points of a sermon 
outline in complete present-tense sen
tences with strong active verbs seems 
best to me.

Twenty-six of the sermons (22%) had 
structural weaknesses. Often the major 
points were not stated in a parallel 
fashion; sometimes a single word was 
followed by a phrase, followed by a sen
tence. The hearers knew that the 
preacher had studied his text and had 
seen the divisions of it, but he was un
able to express the divisions in a well- 

organized manner.
Twenty-two of the sermons (18%) 

had little direction or observable orga
nization. Indeed they did "ooze gelati- 
nously all over the auditorium!” Some 
of the listeners must have wondered if 
the preacher had planned his sermon 
at all.

Probably as many as 40 percent of 
the preachers in America need help in 
sermon structure. Aimlessness, cute al
literation that twists the text, or awk
ward outlines that are not shaped by 
the text point to an area of real need.

James Earl Massey offers some help
ful words of caution:

There are four basic ways in which 
sermonic exposition can go askew. 
One is the slavish restatement of the 
textural setting at times when it can 
be assumed, or touched upon lightly. 
A second is belaboring what is obvi
ous, doing exhaustively what should 
be done suggestively and with stress 
on application. A third way exposition 
fails is when the preacher uses the 
same pattern for progression to deal 
with very different textual genres. 
The fourth problem to be faced in de
signing an expository sermon is in as
suming that attention to the text is 
enough by itself to produce an ade
quate sermon.—No one sermon de
sign will fit every textual genre with 
similar success. Every textual style 
demands and deserves its own mode 
of treatment in keeping with its 
mood.11

Human Interest
Of the 119 sermons I evaluated, I found 
twenty-eight (24%) outstandingly in
teresting. The speakers kept my atten
tion throughout their messages. The 
language was vivid and colorful. The 
illustrations shed light on the text and 
made it come alive for me. The preach
ers of these excellent sermons were ob
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viously aware of the needs of their peo
ple and their ways of hearing and re
sponding. Henry Mitchell observed: 
"The recovery of preaching in America 
is heavily dependent on the willingness 
and ability of preachers to sit where 
their people sit, existentially and cul
turally.”12

The best sermons I heard were inter
esting to me because I sensed that they 
were also interesting to people all 
around me. The preachers kept the at
tention of the people because the mes
sages were specifically designed for 
their particular congregations. Pastors 
were communicating with their own 
people. William Willimon was aware of 
this quality of excellence when he 
wrote:

The stars of the radio and television 
pulpit may be entertaining, and their 
sermons at times may be helpful, en
gaging, even biblical. But their 
preaching will never achieve the 
depth, the specificity, and the power 
of great Christian preaching—be
cause they all attempt to be preachers 
without being pastors. The gathered 
congregation is the context for great 
Christian preaching, not simply as a 
source for homiletical illustration, 
nor simply as a target for the ser
mons.13
Forty of the sermons (34%) were rea

sonably interesting. Some fresh ideas 
were presented. The sermons were not 
so predictable. There were some pleas
ant surprises, but there were also times 
of tedium and repetition. There was lit
tle attempt to make the message come 
alive. It took at least some effort on the 
part of the hearers to maintain interest 
in the sermon.

Fifty-one of the sermons (43%) off
ered little that was stimulating, fresh, 
and interesting. To be honest, these ser
mons were dull! The vocabulary was 
bland. The illustrations were badly 

shopworn, and many of them were 
tragically out-of-date and not at all 
relevant to the text or the congrega
tion.

One of the greatest needs of preach
ing in America today is the develop
ment of truly interesting sermons. 
Preachers need to read more widely, to 
live more interestingly, and to learn to 
be more alive in the pulpit!

Delivery ,
Obviously the delivery of the sermon is 
vitally important. Only the content of 
the sermon is more important. In his 
Lyman Beecher Lectures at Yale 
Divinity School, Charles Reynolds 
Brown observed:

Here is the final test! Here you win 
or lose! All that has gone before helps 
or hinders, as the case may be, but the 
proof of the pudding is in the eating. 
Here in the delivery of your sermon 
the nourishment which you have 
brought for a hungry congregation is 
either eaten with relish, satisfaction 
and resultant strength, or it is left on 
the plate as a bit of cold victuals, use
less and repellent. Take heed there
fore how you deliver!14
Of the 119 sermons I evaluated, 

twelve (10%) were delivered with excel
lent voice, highly effective facial ex
pression, and appropriate body 
language including natural and effec
tive gestures. Al Fasol has pointed out 
the importance of the use of vocal vari
ables—pitch, volume, rate, and pau
ses.15

Ninety-two of the sermons (77%) 
were preached with reasonably effec
tive delivery; but there was need for 
improvement in vocal production, body 
language, and facial expression. Jesse 
Northcutt, who has taught thousands 
of preachers at Southwestern Semi
nary and has listened to sermons with 
a keen sense of evaluation for more 
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than forty years, says he believes 90 
percent of the preachers employ a sort 
of constant pulpit pitch and need help 
in vocal production.

Fifteen of the sermons (13%) were 
delivered poorly. The voice, the facial 
expression, or the body language de
tracted tragically from the content of 
the message. Concentrating on the 
truths of Scripture was difficult under 
the circumstances.

In addition to Al Fasol’s A Guide to 
Self-Improvement in Sermon Delivery, 
help in delivery may be obtained by 
reading Reaching People from the Pul
pit by Stevenson and Diehl,16 and The 
Preaching Moment by Charles L. Bar
tow.17 James C. McKinney has written 
a book entitled The Diagnosis and Cor
rection of Vocal Faults.18 While it was 
written primarily for musicians, it has 
much material that is helpful for the 
preacher.

Qualities That Make Preaching Effective
In the light of my evaluations during 
my sabbatical and based on my obser
vations across the years as a pastor and 
as a professor of preaching, I have come 
to the conclusion that ten qualities 
make preaching effective.

Thorough preparation.—There is no 
substitute for the hard work of exege
sis, wide reading, the search for rele
vant material, the building of sermonic 
structure, the polishing of preaching 
style by writing, and actual oral prepa
ration for delivery.

Personal experience.—The effective 
preacher is a committed Christian who 
is sure of his conversion, his call, and 
his theology. He spends time in devo
tional Bible study and prayer.

Sincerity.—It is difficult to measure 
this quality; but honesty, naturalness, 
and genuine feeling are apparent and 
contagious.

Facial expression.—The eyes and 
face should convey the mood of the mes
sage. If a monotonous voice is unattrac
tive, an expressionless face is more so. 
The face can make language come 
alive!

Strong voice.—Phonation, resona- 
tion, articulation, projection, and the 
use of vocal variables make for excel
lence in delivery. Accurate pronuncia
tion and good grammar are essential.

Body language.—Good grooming, ap
propriate dress, erect posture, effective 
gestures, and a sense of pulpit confi
dence can make a good sermon even 
better.

Sense of purpose.—Urgency and ex
citement are related to the purpose of 
the message. Hearers should have no 
doubt about the specific objective of the 
sermon. The hearer should not need to 
ask, "Just what did the preacher want 
me to do?”

Pleasantness.—This quality relates 
to the content of the sermon, facial ex
pression, and vocal production. Too 
many sermons are unnecessarily nega
tive. Good humor in the pulpit is often 
appropriate. The gospel is good news!

Freshness.—Every sermon should 
have some fresh ideas for the congrega
tion. Too many sermons are simply dull 
and uninteresting. A preacher need not 
shock his hearers, but he should make 
a dynamic impact on them.

Stewardship of time.—There can be 
no hard and fast rule about the length 
of a sermon, but most sermons would be 
more effective if they were briefer. 
Careful preparation assists in the 
elimination of useless verbage. Robert 
D. Young’s Be Brief About It should be 
required reading for every preacher.19
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An Interview 
with Clyde Fant
JAMES C. BARRY

Barry: Dr. Fant, you have been privi
leged to know preaching about as well 
as anyone in our Convention as a 
preaching professor, as a pastor, as a 
writer of many leading books on 
preaching, and as president of our Bap
tist Seminary in Europe. Share with us 
some of your ideas about preaching. 
What strengths do you find in Christian 
preaching today?

Fant: I’ve had the privilege of work
ing in preaching workshops among pas
tors of virtually every denomination in 
America. My general impression has 
been that preaching is being greatly 
strengthened in America today. The 
greatest strength of preaching in 
America today, I believe, is the earnest
ness and sincerity with which it is 
being pursued and practiced. I think 
with reference to technique there may 
be considerable attention that still 
needs to be given in the area of 
methodology, for example, or in the 
area of delivery.

On the other hand the reemphasis on 
the place of the Bible in preaching 
among all denominations is a notable 
strength and a good sign for preaching 
in the future.

Barry: What you’re saying is true of 
Southern Baptists as well as other 
denominations?

Fant: Yes, I think Southern Baptists 
have a tremendous commitment to 
preaching. Гт afraid that we some
times may feel preaching is one of our 
strengths—almost as a given in our 
denomination; and, therefore, we don’t 

work at that sometimes as we should. 
In conducting preaching conferences in 
other denominations my experience 
has been that we can always count on 
pastors of the larger churches being in
volved in those conferences; and that, 
generally speaking, is not the case of 
Southern Baptists. This says to me that 
there is a feeling we have had a lot of 
training in preaching.

We know a lot about preaching. We 
are probably not complacent about it, 
but I think we may not be as eager to 
get involved in an excited way about 
preaching as some other denomina
tions who have not had this kind of tra
dition. I would say, though, that I think 
preaching in the Southern Baptist Con
vention is strong; and because it does 
hold a central position in our worship, 
it will continue to be a focal point of our 
efforts.

Barry: You have hinted at a weak
ness in Southern Baptists’ preaching 
along with the strengths you men
tioned. Are there other areas in which 
we can show improvement?

Fant: Yes, to endorse the Bible is one 
thing; to do serious exposition of the 
Bible is another. We don’t have any 
problem about our commitment to the 
Bible in principle, but I question 
whether we are seriously doing Bible 
exposition as we should. I don’t mean to 
imply that any of our preachers are not 
concerned about the Bible or don’t 
want to do a good job with the Bible. 
Again, I think one of the problems 
tends to be that after we’ve preached 
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for awhile we think that we know more 
or less what this says and we know 
more or less how to put the sermon into 
some kind of form that can be heard, 
and so we more or less do a sermon. But 
that’s not serious exposition, and in the 
long run I don’t believe it builds 
churches.

Barry: How has preaching changed 
from the time you were a boy in Shreve
port, Louisiana?

Fant: Naturally preaching will 
evolve over a period of time. I heard 
good preaching as a boy. I think I was 
privileged, through the years, to sit 
under good preaching. I think that was 
an important experience for me. How
ever, the preaching that I heard by and 
large had many of the qualities of bet
ter preaching which are being devel
oped today—for example, narrative 
preaching, telling a story, third person, 
not the overworked, didactic kind of 
sermons that were popular in some cir
cles. As a boy, I also heard colorful 
preaching. Sometimes it may have 
been excessively anecdotal and story/ 
illustration oriented; but it was pictori
al and understandable.

As you know, preaching goes through 
many cycles. Preaching among South
ern Baptists has varied tremendously 
over the last thirty to forty years and 
has varied from place to place. In some 
places, preaching among Southern 
Baptists may have improved in the 
sense of becoming livelier—perhaps 
more involved with life and issues. On 
the other hand, I could point to preach
ers who were preaching thirty or forty 
years ago who certainly were the equal 
if not the superior of anyone we have 
today. I believe there has always been, 
perhaps with some few gaps, excellent 
preaching. Also poor preaching has oc
curred alongside the good, and that is 
still true today.

Southern Baptists are extremely for

tunate in having held consistently a 
high view of preaching, and that has 
not been true in all denominations. As 
a matter of fact, that is absent from 
many denominations today even in the 
mainstream denominations. Preaching 
has taken some faddish turns that 
Southern Baptists have not taken. I 
think that is to our credit. It does speak 
somewhat of our inertia in some areas, 
but it also speaks of our basic commit
ment and understanding that preach
ing is worthwhile. We have not 
abandoned preaching, though there 
have been groups within us or individu
als who would become involved with 
other interests and who might have 
relegated preaching to a lesser role in 
their own ministries.

One of the greatest strengths among 
Southern Baptists consistently is a 
commitment to preaching, and when
ever that is true, you’re usually going 
to find good preaching. It may not be 
the best; It may not be the most in
formed. It may not be the most skilled, 
but that kind of honest commitment to 
the Word and preaching usually results 
in healthy things happening. That has 
been consistently true in my experi
ence among Southern Baptists.

Barry: You mentioned narrative 
preaching a moment ago. Explain what 
you mean by that, and what place it has 
in the present style of preaching.

Fant: Several years ago I decided to 
commit myself to narrative preaching. 
I wanted to know more about it, and I 
read books on it. I didn’t understand all 
I read, and I wasn’t entirely sure the 
writers of the books did! I’d been in con
ferences with them; I heard them ex
plain their ideas; and I think the 
personal thing I caught from them was 
a certain passion and a fervor that this 
was really something good. Then I 
found some larger ideas in their books 
that I could identify with though they 
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raised a lot of questions for me. For ex
ample, I would ask if you could do a 
sermon to tell the story in every pas
sage—not just the narrative sections— 
of the Bible; and invariably they would 
answer yes. But when I asked how, the 
answers were considerably less articu
late.

Eugene Lowry’s The Homiletical 
Plot1 is a good treatment of the way a 
sermon can follow the unfolding of a 
plot line much as a novel or a story 
might, regardless of the content of the 
Bible that’s being used.

I put myself into the narrative sec
tions of the Bible to attempt to let the 
sermon form mirror the form of the 
Scripture. I preached a series of ser
mons on the life of Jesus, a series enti
tled "From the Advent to the 
Ascension.” I followed the church year 
beginning with Advent and ended on 
Ascension Sunday, which by the way is 
not a long enough time to preach the 
three-year ministry of Jesus. But dur
ing that time I preached narrative ser
mons.

When I finished that series, I was so 
intrigued with the possibility that I 
went directly into the Book of Acts. I 
preached consecutively through Acts. 
It took me a year and a half, and I 
wound up wishing that Acts had forty- 
six chapters instead of only twenty
eight. I love to preach in it. I never 
thought I’d like to do a series straight 
through the Book of Acts because there 
are so many narrative passages where 
teaching is at a minimum. But once I 
got into narrative preaching, each 
week was an adventure as I moved 
from one episode to another in the life 
of Paul.

I would find Paul at sea; sometimes I 
would find myself at sea. I’d ask, "Now, 
how is a sermon going to come out of 
this?” And I would feel that mingled 
chill of anticipation and fear that over 

the next forty verses no sermon would 
emerge from my lips. But I found that 
if Bible exposition is pursued seriously 
enough and if the context is understood 
completely enough, the Lord indeed in
tends for all of the Word to be preached.

From there I went into preaching on 
the Old Testament. I decided to preach 
on the patriarchs and prophets. That 
was a "modest” venture to say the least 
and describes again where I intended to 
go. I got as far as David before I was 
called to the foreign mission field. I 
don’t know what that says exactly, but 
I never made it to Solomon. I had to 
terminate at that point what was an 
exciting adventure to me and I think 
also for the congregation.

I preached on the people of the Old 
Testament, but I really wasn’t preach
ing on the people because the subject to 
be found there is not the people of the 
Old Testament but the God of the Old 
Testament who is always on center 
stage. The characters are in the wings, 
and that needs to be understood be
cause the stories are not biographical 
and psychological studies but studies in 
the actions of God. In narrative preach
ing tracing the development of the life 
of Jesus, the missions of Paul, or the 
development of Old Testament theolo
gy where the people can hear and un
derstand is easy.

As far as technique goes, I’ve found 
that narrative preaching requires a 
thorough and complete understanding 
of the setting. By that I mean that 
you’ve got the geographical setting and 
historical setting. That may sound like 
a tremendous amount of work; but re
member that, when you begin a series, 
you invest a certain amount of work in 
the first week which pays dividends 
every week following so that you get a 
cumulative understanding of this his
torical and geographical background as 
you move along. I did find myself at 
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times pouring over Bible atlases be
cause when I have Moses going up 
Mount Nebo, I want to know within 
reason, at least, what he saw. I want to 
know where it is. I want the people to 
know that if he walked in a particular 
direction he could see a little rugged 
group of hills that would later be the 
home of our Lord. I want to see beneath 
him the jungle of the Jordan and the 
beautiful valley of Jericho. In that ser
mon I want everybody else to see the 
true pathos of this man whose life is 
again sacrificed in the wilderness 
becomes all the more poignant. So an 
understanding of the historical and 
geographical background is important 
as you move along.

The second thing that is important is 
that you must cut off the story line. You 
must see a section of the story that you 
can deal with. Sometimes this means a 
larger passage of Scripture than we’re 
used to dealing with. It may mean a 
chapter or two chapters which is occa
sionally the case in Acts. It’s difficult in 
the Old Testament to contain a sermon 
within a few verses. But that’s not to 
your disadvantage either. You must see 
a piece of the story like the chapter of 
a book that’s unfolding. You must see 
the beginning and end of it. Sometimes 
that story comes in the middle. For ex
ample, there’s a remarkable story in 
the death of Herod which occurred di
rectly in the midst of a passage that is 
more familiar to us. So we frequently 
preach the more familiar study and 
omit the center of something. But if you 
cut out that little section of Scripture 
and connect it with what preceded and 
what follows later, you have a chapter 
of a story.

And you’ll find these interrupted sto
ries often in the Book of Acts. Occasion
ally you’ll find them in the Old 
Testament. For example, I think of the 
story of Joshua. As a character, Joshua 

is mysterious. We may know less about 
Joshua than anyone in the Old Testa
ment. But when Joshua—as an in
dividual who acted under God’s 
direction and sometimes under his own 
—is separated from the larger story of 
Moses, the character emerges more 
clearly; so seeing the story within the 
story is necessary. For any who might 
be put off a bit by that or made nervous 
about that, there are many ways to see 
these stories and to involve them; 
there’s no one right way.

As the development of the sermon 
proper begins normally in a narrative 
sermon, I do not do the formal parts of 
the sermon as you would do them in the 
classical sermon approach. That is, 
there is an introduction in the sense 
that the sermon begins and there is a 
conclusion in that the sermon ends, but 
there may not be formal parts. There 
may or may not be points. My sermons 
usually have points but a narrative ser
mon may not. The narrative sermon 
might well begin with a third-person 
narrative of the events of the text as 
they unfold. For example, in a sermon 
on Abraham and Isaac, my sermon be
gins with these words: "It was early in 
the morning, very early in the morning 
when they arose. He took his son and 
her son away from the tent. He must 
take him now before it is light, before 
she awakes.”

In this sermon what is going to hap
pen in the next few minutes is that in 
a few words we’re going to understand 
that Abraham, who has reluctantly 
given up Ishmael, is a human being 
who feels the pressure from this strong- 
willed woman who happened to be his 
wife and also the mother of Isaac. That 
is perfectly evident in everything he 
says about Ishmael and everything he 
says about Isaac. So, without having to 
do a lot of talk about that, it is easy to 
help people feel the stealth with which 
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Abraham slipped away at the crack of 
dawn with his son. So the narrative 
simply begins to tell the story.

Then as it unfolds, the story would 
proceed something like this:

"At last they reached the mountains.
" 'Stay here with the animals,’ Abra

ham said. 'Stay here while the boy and 
I go into the mountain yonder. And 
there, there we will worship.’ ”

Now the action is third person; 
though occasionally, as in the case of 
Abraham’s speech, you will say Abra
ham’s speech in first person. The im
portant thing about narrative 
preaching is that you never become any 
of the characters. You are never Abra
ham. You are never Joshua. You are 
never the apostle Paul. You are the 
narrator. If Abraham says something, 
it is Abraham saying something him
self; the narrator is merely reporting 
that which is said.

Return to the third person narrative: 
"They climbed the mountain together. 
He waited. He waited for the question 
he dreaded, and then it came.

"My Father, behold, the wood and 
the knife, but where is the lamb for the 
burnt offering?”

The story plot becomes the outline of 
the sermon; interwoven with that will 
be commentary on the narrative. There 
are three ways to involve the commen
tary on the narrative. First is the full 
narrative or the totally complete narra
tive, and second is the partial narra
tive, and third is the alternating 
narrative. In the total narrative you ac
tually allow the story itself to convey 
whatever commentary is involved. It is 
simply a means for your own interpre
tation and insights which unfold along 
with the story. For example, in this 
story on Abraham, you describe Abra
ham laboriously climbing the moun
tain and saying with great weariness to 
his son, "My son, God will provide him

self the lamb for the burnt offering.” 
Then you may imply by the weariness 
and sadness with which it is said, by the 
feeling level of the text, that Abraham 
is trusting in God; he has no hope other 
than that.

So throughout the whole sermon if 
you chose to use that methodology, you 
would allow the strong story line to con
vey the message itself. For me this form 
is used least. In three years of preach
ing, I may have done three to five ser
mons like that. The story has to be 
extraordinarily direct for people to be 
able to hear it in that fashion. This 
style is normally what is done in first- 
person preaching. I do little of that. I 
find that to be the most difficult form of 
narrative preaching.

The second form is the partial narra
tive. In that case you allow the story 
narrative to run as long as it naturally 
will. That doesn’t mean that it hasn’t 
been prepared beforehand. It means 
that some narratives take three fourths 
of the sermon to tell the story, and 
some pieces of the story you cut out 
may only take five to eight minutes to 
tell. In that case it more or less com
poses a lengthy introduction to the ser
mon though it is pursued exactly the 
same way I have described. And then 
following that there is a bridge or a 
transition. Having completed the story, 
you move into a section of application 
rather like you would in more classical 
sermon form with two or three lessons 
that can be learned from this story. 
That can be done rather smoothly so 
that you don’t just stop the story and 
say, "What lessons do we see here?”

In the case of Abraham, once the son 
has been offered but not sacrificed at 
the command of God and Abraham and 
his son have gone back down the hill, 
you let the silence of their laughter and 
their joy echo on the mountainside; and 
then you say, "What can this story 
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mean for us, this complex story of a 
father who has been asked to offer his 
son, his only son, and more than that 
his promise from God in the wilder
ness.”

Following that you may say, "One 
thing it says to me is that in the dark 
valleys of life, life often seems absurd.” 
You then proceed to show how the ex
perience of Abraham, facing a sacrifice 
God seemed to be asking of him that he 
could not understand, is often repeated 
in the fateful circumstances of our lives 
and we cannot find an answer to the 
question, Why? But nonetheless we are 
commanded to climb, trusting in God 
and believing that God will provide. 
That is the most common way in which 
I develop narrative.

The third form is the interwoven or 
alternating narrative where all the 
commentary is interwoven between 
phases or episodes of the story. That’s 
not as complicated as it sounds. It is 
more difficult, say, than putting them 
all at the end. I find that the advan
tages of this are many.

For one thing, though it may not 
seem so, I’ve found that it relieves pres
sure in preparation enormously. I 
didn’t find myself striving every week 
to find some clever construction. The 
story itself is clever enough. It has its 
own intrigues; and if I will discover 
that intrigue and pursue it, I can be 
assured that the people are going to lis
ten every minute from beginning to 
end. Furthermore, if I try to learn what 
God is telling me in these things, I am 
assured of biblical preaching. In the 
third place, I don’t need to go into con
vulsions, seeking illustrations all over 
the known world, though I have a large 
supply of illustrations from my read
ing.

The application section tends to be 
more brief than in the regular sermon, 
sometimes, for example, only five to 

seven minutes. I may preach twenty 
minutes in my narrative with perhaps 
only the briefest of illustrations. Per
haps one, maybe even none, if the story 
itself has been colorful enough to 
suffice. So I find the advantages are in 
hearing, in preparation, in faithfulness 
to the biblical text, and I believe in 
teaching the Bible, also.

Barry: Does this form of preaching 
alter your style of preparation? You 
have talked long and often about the 
oral manuscript style of preparation.

Fant: No, as a matter of fact, if I did 
not do the oral manuscript or prepare 
out loud, I think I would have great 
difficulty in doing this kind of preach
ing because narrative in this form does 
require a certain concentration and a 
certain mood establishment.

I believe that the best combination I 
could possibly imagine for contempo
rary preaching to the Southern Baptist 
audience would be to get ready to 
preach in oral style because our people 
are absolutely oriented to hearing sto
ries and good conversation. We South
ern Baptists are great 
talkers—storytellers, and I mean that 
in the good sense of the word. We have 
this as a deep tradition from our cul
ture, and we ought to capitalize on it.

The preacher who attempts to get 
locked into a mid-eighteenth- or nine
teenth-century, British literary style is 
absolutely out of his mind. I don’t be
lieve that is where our people are. Spur
geon didn’t even do that, and his people 
were there. Granted, people like F. W. 
Robertson and others used other meth
ods, but I don’t think that’s where we 
are today. And I think this narrative 
style is captivating. I know this: I have 
never received more acceptance of a 
method from all age groups than I have 
with this narrative preaching method 
combined with oral delivery style. The 
youth began to talk about looking for
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ward to coming to church. They like to 
hear these stories.

I don’t think you ever get too old to 
hear a good story told well. That’s been 
demonstrated. Look at the people on 
airplanes reading novels. Some of them 
are not worth reading, but they’re en
grossed in a story.

I need to hear myself when I am mak
ing transition from third-person narra
tive to an abrupt word which suddenly 
comes from God. "Abraham! Abra
ham!” I can write that on paper; but 
when I say it, if it doesn’t vocally do 
justice to the reigning authority of God 
on the mountain, I’ve got a problem I 
can’t handle in front of a congregation.

Barry: You have been and are a 
model to many young men in the minis
try today. Who were some of the men 
who influenced you in your ministry?

Fant: There are people I have known 
personally and people who lived a long 
time before me that I only knew at a 
great distance. I would have to point to 
the two pastors who were involved in 
my early decisions. Stanley Wilks was 
my pastor and baptized me. He was a 
great student of speech himself. He had 
a marvelous voice and an understand
ing of the dramatic and dramatic nar
rative. Scott Tatum was my pastor 
when I entered the ministry, and he 
counseled me extensively. He took me 
into areas of understanding of preach
ing and the challenge of the ministry 
that I had never understood before.

I would also include such a remote 
person as John Bunyan whose Pil
grim's Progress was an adventure for 
me—almost a personal kind of adven
ture. I became fascinated with not only 
the story of Pilgrim's Progress but also 
the story of the man who wrote Pil
grim's Progress. After that my study of 
great preachers and their preaching in
troduced me to many people I began to 
feel kin to. They strengthened my faith 

in preaching and in the ministry, and I 
feel indebted to a lot of people I have 
never met.

Barry: Books are important to 
preachers, and your book Preaching for 
Today has been recognized interna
tionally as one of the leading books in 
the field. However, books are expen
sive. What would you recommend to 
young preachers?

Fant: Since we’re talking about a 
rather limited list and not a complete 
bibliography, I would have to pick out 
some books that are either reprints 
now in paperback or are out of print 
but can still be obtained through used 
book stores.

The Word God Sent by Paul Sherer 
remains a continuing inspiration to me 
and, I find across the country, to many 
preachers. His ideal of preaching and 
his demonstration of it in the sermons 
that follow have been provocative and 
are refreshing. I’ve had a number of 
preachers who’ve said, "Every time I 
feel like quitting the ministry, I go back 
and reread The Word God Sent." That’s 
about the finest thing you can say about 
a book.

I still would have to recommend The 
Trouble with the Church by Helmut 
Thielicke. It is one of the finest books 
ever written on the nature of preach
ing, and there is a need for it in the 
church today. In fact, I regard that 
book as indispensable in preparation 
for understanding the total preaching 
task.

Spurgeon's Lectures to My Students 
is one of the most readable books; it is 
absolutely comical in many sections 
and yet is filled with good advice. I 
really can’t imagine anyone not having 
read Spurgeon’s lectures.

Another old book I’d recommend is 
Charles R. Brown’s The Art of Preach
ing. Brown was dean of Yale and 
professor of preaching. The book’s 
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not easy to obtain, but it ought to be 
read even if you have to get it from a 
seminary library.

I hesitate when I get among the more 
recent books because there is such an 
enormous number of them. Many are 
good. John Bright’s The Authority of 
the Old Testament is one. There is a 
chapter on proclamation from the Old 
Testament that was the most helpful 
one single article on preaching and 
methodology I have ever read. And I 
believe John Bright to be a tremendous 
authority in that area. There is a more 
recent book by Elizabeth Achtemeier, 
The Old Testament and the Proclama
tion of the Gospel. Fred Craddock’s 
books are also good.

Barry. Dr. Fant, I deeply appreciate 
your granting time for this interview. 
Before we conclude, if there was one 
thing you could say to the readers of 
Search, what would it be?

Fant: I would say that if you want 
real excitement and deep satisfaction 
in your ministry, commit yourself and 
recommit yourself to the task of 
preaching the gospel. You’ll have to 
find out what that means for you. 
You’ll have to develop your own guide
lines, but to do that is to find deep joy 
in the ministry. I have never met a 
preacher who was miserably dis
satisfied with his preaching who was 
not also miserably dissatisfied with his 
ministry. On the other hand, I’ve never 
met a preacher who was preaching the 
gospel who was not finding a meaning
ful, rewarding ministry. I believe that 
if we have renewal in the area of 
preaching we would not need to have 
any fear about achieving the kinds of 

mission goals, evangelism thrusts, to 
which Southern Baptists are so deeply 
committed.

‘Eugene L. Lowry, The Homiletical Plot: the Sermon as Narra
tive Art Form (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1980).

The Most 
Confused Person 
in the Church

If you think that the responsi
bility for ministry lies only with 
your pastor, you are confused. 
Baptists believe that lay minis
try is not optional; God's call to 
salvation is also a call to minis
try

The Doctrine of the Laity, the 
1986 Baptist Doctrine Study 
book for adults, explores the 
implications of being lay minis
ters. Written by Findley Edge, 
the book examines the biblical 
pictures of the people of God in 
the Old and New Testaments 
and the evidence of lay ministry 
in the early church. Discussing 
the nature of calling, vocation, 
gifts, daily work, and the role of 
special ministers in equipping 
the laity, The Doctrine of the 
Laity leads adults to a fuller par
ticipation in the life and work of 
the church.

Purchase The Doctrine of the 
Laity at a Baptist Book Store.

The Doctrine of the Laity was produced by the 
Church Training Department, The Sunday 
School Board of the Southern Baptist Conven
tion.
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Book Reviews___________

Preaching in Today’s World. James 
C. Barry, compiler. Nashville: Broad
man Press, 1984. 224 pages. $5.95, 
paperback.

Preaching in Today's World is a collec
tion of papers delivered at the Consul
tation on Preaching held in Atlanta, 
Georgia, in November 1982. This meet
ing was an informal gathering of pas
tors with a concern for contemporary 
preaching. Ten of these individuals 
were asked to prepare papers on as
pects of contemporary preaching of 
particular concern to them. Each of 
these individuals was then asked to 
prepare a sermon that would model the 
particular concern discussed in his pa
per. This format gives the book a practi
cal as well as a theoretical thrust.

Reading the list of contributors is 
like reading a list of who’s who in 
Southern Baptist preaching. The book 
begins with an introduction and over
view by James C. Barry, who compiled 
this volume. The first paper is by C. 
David Matthews and deals with 
"Preaching to the Contemporary 
Mind.” Calvin Miller follows with a 
paper entitled "Preaching and Church 
Growth.” Next, John Claypool focused 
on a form of proclamation for which he 
is well-known, "Confessional Preach
ing.” Peter Rhea Jones dealt with the 
subject of "Parabolic Preaching: Per
spectives on Life.”

An important dimension of the 
preaching task concerns the "Ethical 
Dimensions of Preaching.” Cecil E. 
Sherman dealt with this issue. Lavonn 
D. Brown focused on "Legitimate 

Shortcuts in Sermon Preparation.” 
William E. Hull discussed "Coordinat
ing Preaching with Church Objec
tives.” Alton H. McEachern focused on 
"Narrative Preaching,” while J. Altus 
Newell looked at "Preaching in the 
Context of Crisis.” In the concluding 
paper Robert W. Bailey spoke about 
"Preaching in the Context of Worship.” 
The volume is concluded with a helpful, 
annotated bibliography compiled by 
William P. Tuck. The bibliography is 
correlated with the topics of the differ
ent papers.

The goal of the Consultation on 
Preaching was "to evaluate and to en
rich contemporary preaching” (p. 8). 
That goal is certainly reached in this 
volume. This book has something for 
everyone who stands to proclaim the 
good news. The preacher who needs a 
new insight or a fresh perspective will 
find it here. For the pastor who has 
grown weary, there is encouragement. 
For the preacher who longs to try a new 
style of preaching, perhaps John Clay
pool or Alton McEachern will provide 
the challenge. The ultimate test of any 
sermon is whether God can use it to 
communicate a new truth or a new way 
of being. As one reads the sermons that 
accompany these papers, it becomes 
evident that these sermons succeed.

Reading this volume makes it easy to 
visualize these highly visible and 
skilled proclaimers of the gospel ad
dressing hundreds or thousands of per
sons each week. What of the man who 
must enter the pulpit each week to 
speak to thirty or forty in some remote 
spot in the kingdom of God? J. Truett 
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Gannon closed his sermon with an il
lustration that speaks to every pro- 
claimer of God’s Word. [Gannon 
delivered the sermon "A Worldwide Vi
sion” in the absence of Calvin Miller.] 
He said: "I read a story somewhere 
about a lady’s dream. She was looking 
out on a vast crowd of people. All of 
them were reaching toward her, long
ing for some response that she knew 
them and cared for them. In her dream, 
she said, Tord, I want to reach out and 
touch them all! But there are so many. 
What shall I do?’ When she awoke, she 
still remembered the answer she was 
given. God had said, ’Touch those 
whom you can reach!’ ” (p. 56).

Herein is the challenge to excellence 
for each of us.

John K. Crupper
Pastor

First Baptist Church 
Glen Alpine, North Carolina

William Barclay: the Authorized Bi
ography. Clive L. Rawlins. Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1984. 
791 pages. $24.95.

A Scottish Baptist has written the ex
tensive official biography of the best 
known Scottish Presbyterian expositor.

At William Barclay’s death in 1978, 
most of his personal papers were de
stroyed. His biographer wrote the six 
hundred persons who had sent letters 
of sympathy to Kate Barclay. He also 
advertised in journals. This brought 
five thousand responses, including 
fifteen hundred copies of Barclay’s per
sonal letters. Twenty files of his corre
spondence were discovered at Trinity 
College, Glasgow, along with sixty 
hours of his lecture tapes. The carefully 
researched biography was three years 
in the writing. It is generously illustrat
ed with photographs.

Rawlins has added seven appendices 
of Barclay’s sermon titles, a thirty-page 
bibliography of his published books and 
articles, thirty-three pages of footnotes, 
and an index of names and subjects.

William Barclay, son of the High
lands, was born in Wick, Scotland in 
1907. His parents were middle-aged 
and strict. His father was a manager in 
the Bank of Scotland, a justice of the 
peace, and a lay preacher. Barclay’s 
heritage was in the Free Church which 
held to the separation of church and 
state (unlike the Church of Scotland). 
His father was transferred; and Willie 
grew up at Motherwell, near Glasgow.

Barclay felt called to preach at the 
age of twelve. He was a good student in 
high school and graduated from the 
University of Glasgow with honors in 
classics. He went on to earn a B.D. at 
Trinity College (Seminary).

His first and only pastorate was a 
fourteen-year tenure at Trinity 
Church, Renfrew, to the west of Scot
land’s largest city. Willie was a popular 
preacher and conscientious pastor 
before and during World War IL The 
church virtually doubled its member
ship and attendance. He visited each 
family in the 1050-member congrega
tion every year.

Barclay’s mother died with cancer 
prior to his ordination. He married 
Kate Gillespie and they had a son, Ron
nie, and a daughter, Barbara. The 
daughter’s death by drowning at nine
teen was a dreadful blow which Kate 
never fully accepted. When the Bar
clays were fifty, they adopted seven
year-old Jane.

Barclay disliked committee work and 
had a poor attendance record at presby
tery. He was a biblical preacher, mak
ing use of sermon series on the 
parables, the Beatitudes, and the 
Lord’s Prayer. Prior to the war he was 
a Christian pacifist, but he opened a 

62 Search



canteen in his church and served as an 
air raid warden during the conflict.

In 1946, Barclay was named lecturer 
at Trinity College, the theology depart
ment of the University of Glasgow. It 
was seventeen years before he was 
designated full professor. He received 
invitations to other seminary faculties, 
including Duke Divinity School in 
North Carolina.

William Barclay was a prolific writer 
who produced thirty-nine books in just 
thirteen years—three a year. He wrote 
a page in the British Weekly for years. 
One of his books of prayers sold three 
hundred thousand copies. In 1965, his 
seventeen-volume, fifty-one-hundred 
page Daily Study Bible sold its mil
lionth copy in Britain alone. More than 
a half million had been sold in the Unit
ed States as well. It is currently being 
translated into Russian so that Soviet 
Baptists will have their first New Tes
tament commentary.

Barclay was a translator who worked 
on the New English Bible under С. H. 
Dodd’s direction at Oxford University. 
His broadcasts on BBC made him 
known as he shared the faith in 
"threshold evangelism” throughout 
Britain. His honors were numerous. 
Edinburgh University awarded him a 
D.D. He was also named Commander of 
the British Empire by the Queen.

Barclay was selected to be Moderator 
of the Church of Scotland but refused 
the post. He said he was much too busy 
with his teaching and did not want to 
wear the Moderator’s costume. He had 
a Free Church antiestablishment bias. 
His favorite pulpit was Bloomsbury 
Central Baptist Church in London.

Both Willie and Kate suffered poor 
health. This caused his early retire
ment at the age of sixty-three. He died 
of Parkinson’s disease in 1978 at sev
enty.

Rawlins has done a splendid job of 

setting Barclay’s life in the context of 
world events in Britain, Europe, and 
America. He has included some of Wil
lie’s unpublished sermons and corre
spondence as well as evaluations of his 
books. This is a definitive work done 
with painstaking attention to detail.

A weakness in its style are the too 
long and involved sentences and too 
many parenthetical excursuses, 
though they are interesting.

Barclay was the great communicator 
of the gospel to the common man. He 
said of himself that he was simplemind- 
ed. By that he meant that his was not 
a philosophical or theological mind— 
he thought in pictures. However, he 
had a photographic memory and was 
widely read in the classics and the best 
of New Testament literature. He was 
an effective popularizer of New Testa
ment studies, considering himself a 
middleman between the scholars and 
men and women on the street.

We are indebted to Clive Rawlins for 
providing us a much better work than 
Willie’s autobiography, Testament of 
Faith, The book is not quickly read but 
can be profitably savored.

Alton H. McEachern
Pastor

First Baptist Church 
Greensboro, North Carolina

Presence in the Pulpit: the Impact 
of Personality in Preaching. Hans 
Van Der Geest. Translated by Douglas 
W. Stott. Atlanta: John Knox Press, 
1981. 170 pages. $24.

Presence in the Pulpit is a unique un
dertaking of a Swiss psychologist and 
preacher, Hans Van Der Geest, to 
evaluate worship services and sermons 
in the context of clinical pastoral edu
cation. He advocated the thesis that the 
preacher’s personality will become 
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thoroughly known to listeners and to 
the preacher in the context of leading 
worship and preaching sermons. Hans 
Van Der Geest evaluated the results of 
more than two hundred analyses of 
worship services and sermons which 
took place primarily within the frame
work of the pastoral counseling train
ing in the Center for Clinical Pastoral 
Education in Zollikerberg, Switzer
land.

The primary purpose of Van Der Ge
est’s work was to utilize listeners with
in a clinical setting to evaluate worship 
leadership and sermons. The preacher 
will seek to get feedback into what 
effect the worship service had on the 
listeners. The preacher will see what 
reaction and feelings have been elicited 
within the hearers. According to Van 
Der Geest, when a preacher utilizes the 
listeners in a clinical manner, the 
speaker will become aware of his or her 
personality and how the speaker affects 
the spoken Word of God.

Hans Van Der Geest is a psychologist 
and a preacher. He is supervisor of 
clinical pastoral education in Zolliker
berg, Switzerland. For Van Der Geest 
the delivery of a sermon consisted of a 
visualization and verbalization of the 
hidden personality. He feels that clini
cal pastoral education offers the best 
framework for the analysis of worship 
services and sermons. In this clinical 
context Van Der Geest contends that 
preachers will receive more open and 
competent analysis. He believes that 
the personality which is within an in
dividual will be seen and heard by 
those who listen, and he feels that col
leagues in a clinical context are better 
equipped to assess personality traits.

The book contains five chapters. In 
the first chapter the author introduces 
the listener analysis concepts and 
procedures which were used in two 
hundred worship services and sermons.

The author prepares the reader for the 
treatment of sermon evaluations in the 
clinical context. Van Der Geest gives 
two categories of people who are qua
lified to respond to preaching, namely 
the preachers and the listeners. Nor
mally sermon evaluators come primari
ly from the person who preaches or 
from homilists. The author introduces 
the reader to a new dimension of ser- 
monic analysis, and this dimension is 
from the listeners. The results of the 
listeners’ evaluations encompasses the 
listener’s statements, the discussion 
with the preachers, and the develop
ment of the preacher’s personality. 
Van Der Geest contends that clinical 
evaluation of worship services and ser
mons will cover more than the 
homiletical textbooks. He states, "My 
impression is that this procedure has 
not left very much of fundamental 
homiletics untouched” (p. 143). The 
first chapter needs to be read carefully, 
for an understanding of the three 
subsequent chapters will be enhanced 
by careful attention to chapter 1.

The next three chapters of Presence 
in the Pulpit contains discussions of 
three dimensions of the listener’s ex
perience during worship services and 
sermons. These experiences are securi
ty, deliverance, and understanding.

The second chapter is a discussion of 
the listener’s dimension of security. By 
security the author discusses listener 
analysis and determines what makes 
trust possible for a congregation. The 
elements which produce trust are self
presentation of the preacher, a genuine 
attitude, speaking directly to people’s 
needs, a willingness to assume respon
sibility, and an attitude of expecting 
God in the sermon.

The third chapter is a discussion of 
the listener’s dimension of deliverance. 
By deliverance the author means life as 
experienced in the real world. Listen-
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ers would be responsive to worship ser
vices which treated honestly the social 
areas of life, the psychological areas of 
life, and the opportunities as well as the 
impossibilities of life.

In the fourth chapter the author dis
cusses the listener’s dimension of un
derstanding. Van Der Geest contends 
that listeners desire to experience 
something in worship rather than hear 
a lecture. To gain understanding in the 
existential realm, Van Der Geest says 
that the preacher needs to have an in
terplay between graphic and conceptu
al speech. Graphic speech helps the 
listener’s cognitive understanding, and 
conceptual speech helps the listener 
put the sermon into practice.

The fifth chapter contains a conclu
sion of the results of clinical listening 
analysis. Such audience analysis, ac
cording to the author, should lead to a 
disclosure of the personality of the 
preacher. A close relationship exists be
tween liturgical and pulpit behavior 
and personality. Van Der Geest con
tends that visible and audible elements 
in preaching have their roots in the 
personality. To improve preaching Van 
Der Geest believes that external per
ceivable factors must be changed, but 
the invisible roots must also be consid
ered.

Hans Van Der Geest has provided a 
meaningful work for the task of im
proving preaching. He has moved ser
mon analysis from more than the 
adjustments of sight and sounds of pul
pit discourse. He started with the 
source of the sights and sounds which is 
the impact of one’s personality in the 
pulpit. I must hasten to add that Van 
Der Geest did not omit the important 
divine factor which influences a ser
mon. He believes that a person is joined 
together with God for the task of deliv
ering a sermon.

Readers with serious interests in 

preaching will profit from Presence in 
the Pulpit. I was pleased to note several 
works in the German language cited by 
Van Der Geest which presented stimu
lating ideas. This book could be used in 
clinical pastoral education as a model 
for discerning the impact of one’s per
sonality in preaching. The work could 
aid in helping preachers use the ne
glected audience analysis area of the 
sermon. Though a professor of homilet
ics, I would tend to agree with Van Der 
Geest that listeners should be consult
ed as much or more than books on 
homiletics to help with the preaching 
task.

Reading Presence in the Pulpit will 
require both an alert and open mind. 
The style is rather verbose and pedan
tic. Sentences are long. The concepts of 
Van Der Geest are complicated, and 
the psychological and theological re
sources he employs are not familiar to 
the average pastor.

If you have the time and want to read 
a book that engages your mind and 
makes you think seriously about listen
er’s analysis of sermons, read Presence 
in the Pulpit. Because of its excessive 
price of $24 for a paperback, the cost 
factor might be the first barrier.

Harold T. Bryson
Professor of Preaching 

and Chairman of the Division 
of Pastoral Ministries 

New Orleans Baptist Theological 
Seminary 

New Orleans, Louisiana

An Introduction to New Testament 
Greek. Huber L. Drumwright, Jr. 
Nashville: Broadman Press, 1980. 187 
pages. $11.50.

Simplicity is not the expected virtue of 
a language book, but this book achieves 
that both in style and arrangement.
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The author was for years professor of 
New Testament and dean, School of 
Theology, Southwestern Baptist Theo
logical Seminary. In this small volume, 
Drumwright reflected both his knowl
edge of the New Testament Greek and 
his skill in presenting the essential ele
ments of that language. The result is a 
clear, communicable learning tool de
vised by a teacher who was accustomed 
to the classroom and the art of making 
a biblical language come alive.

Twenty-eight brief chapters form the 
introduction to New Testament Greek. 
In chapter 1, Drumwright treated the 
'’building blocks” of that language (al
phabet, vowels, dipthongs, markings, 
parts of speech, etc.). He followed with 
the nature of the verb, the structural 
steel of the language (chapter 2). Sev
eral chapters deal with verb tenses, 
forms, and usages. Appendix 3 helpful
ly lists the principal parts of some ir
regular verbs.

After the opening chapter the reader 
is introduced to parts of speech, vocabu
lary, and simple exercises that require 
familiarity with the substance of each 
chapter. A coding system used through
out the book enables the reader easily 
to locate concepts and specific instruc
tions. This device makes possible cross
referencing materials or reviewing 
them with ease. Any student of a for
eign language knows the value of fre
quent review, going over things quickly 
learned and only partly retained.

An Introduction to New Testament 
Greek is designed primarily as a text 
for first-year seminary courses. It is a 
beginner’s book. The book is readable, 
simple, well organized, and could be 
profitably used by nonseminary groups. 
Individuals with knowledge of lan

guage study, wishing to learn the lan
guage of the New Testament, might 
also tackle this volume on their own. 
Language tapes, though not provided 
with the book, can easily be found to 
assist the individual who engages in 
personal study. While a group directed 
by a competent teacher may remain 
the ideal teaching situation for lan
guage learning, some people can do this 
study alone and with profit. The read
ing, translation exercises through the 
book are based on the New Testament 
or taken directly from it.

A working knowledge of New Testa
ment Greek is incredibly useful for the 
person who would exegete, interpret, 
teach, or preach the gospel message. 
Reliable scholars, commentaries, and 
resource materials will save the in
dividual from many errors of interpre
tation. There is, however, no substitute 
for a grasp of the language, a knowl
edge of its rich and varied meanings, a 
feel for this biblical language itself.

From my perspective, this book not 
only is useful for seminary classes but 
is also a fine "refresher course” for for
mer students of the language. A pastor 
or denominational worker whose 
Greek has become rusty through ne
glect might grasp afresh this colorful 
and stimulating language. Some of us 
frequently hear Greek terms mis
pronounced from the pulpit and 
misused by persons who want the ap
pearance of erudition without paying 
the price thereof. From all such may 
God and Huber Drumwright deliver us!

Nolan Howington
Retiree

Church Training Department 
Sunday School Board 
Nashville, Tennessee
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Here’s ALL you’d expect from a loose-leaf Bible and 
MORE! It’s flexible, usable... and NOW available at a 

SPECIAL PRICE during our

—* CUSTOMER APPRECIATION SALE!
HOLMAN’S LOOSE-LEAF NOTE BIBLE 
King James Version
New American Standard
This Bible gives you something you’ve 
probably always wished for in a study 
Bible—plenty of room to make notes right 
beside the Bible text you’re studying! Here 
the Bible text is printed on 81/2 x 11-inch 
sheets with wide margins on four sides for 
note taking... provides a convenient and 
permanent record of your Bible study.

Holman’s Loose-Leaf Note Bible has other 
study helps—center-column references, 
book outlines and surveys, and chapter 
and topical subheads. Printed on quality 
writing paper; accepts pen, pencil, type
writer, and Bible highlighter.

Flexibility, usability, and economy mark 
this exciting new concept in loose-leaf 
Bible publishing. The Holman stamp of 
quality is evident page after page. Choose 
from two versions—King James or New 
American Standard. And through January 
31, 1986, you can buy this Bible at *7.00 
OFF the regular price!

King James Version
3806 (4636-41) Pages in Blue Vinyl Binder

New American Standard
5806 (4614-61) Pages in Blue Vinyl Binder

Each, Regular price, $29.95
SALE price, $22.95*

*Sale ends January 31, 1986

For top-quality products at a SAVINGS, 
shop our CUSTOMER APPRECIATION 
SALE. Visit your Baptist Book Store or 
order from the Baptist Book Store or 
Mail Order Center serving you.

BAPTIST BOOK STORES

PLEASE NOTE: On all cash mail orders add state 
sales tax if applicable and the following for deliveiy 
and handling— $1.50 on orders for $15.00 or less, 
$2.50 on orders $15.01 $50.00, $3.50 on orders 
$50.01-$ 100.00, or $4.50 on orders over $100.00.

Holman is the Bible publishing 
division of the Sunday School Board.

221-6-B124



BROADMAN INTRODUCES: 
Church Information System Software 

FOR THE IBM PC-XT 
PERSONAL COMPUTER

I----------------------------------------------------------- 1
CHURCH INFORMATION SYSTEM (CIS)
Bringing churches and computers together in Ministry
□ I’m interested in learning more about CIS-PC software

□ My church is presently in the market for a computer system.
Please contact me as soon as possible.

Name_________________________________________

Staff Position___________________________________

Church______________________________________ _

Address_______________________________________

City____________ State________ Zip_____________

Phone ________________________________________

S-1/86

Now you can have the benefits of Church In
formation System software regardless of your 
church’s size. Realizing the need for data pro
cessing efficiency in even the smallest 
churches, Broadman converted their highly 
specialized church software to run on the IBM 
PC-XT.

With CIS-PC #1, your church can increase 
the efficiency of routine tasks with software 
for:
• Membership
• Stewardship
• General Ledger
• Word Processing
CIS-PC #2 gives you all of the above soft
ware plus a complete Prospects Software 
Package. And CIS-PC #3 goes even further 
by adding an Attendance Software Package 
to CIS-PC #2.

Are you saying to yourself, “this is too good to 
be true. I didn’t know you could do all of this 
on a PC.’’ Then prepare yourself. Church In
formation System PC software will allow you 
to:
• Maintain member's personal and steward

ship data
• Generate various reports from this data
• Expedite typing assignments
• Perform accounting transactions
• Write personalized letters quickly and easily
• Maintain attendance records
and much, much more. CIS gives you the 
power of computer technology at your finger
tips.

So look to Broadman to provide yet another 
ministry tool that allows you to work smarter 
not harder.

If you would like to know more about CIS 
computer:
• software
• hardware
• supplies
• financing
clip the coupon and mail today.

Mail to:

Church Information System 
127 Ninth Avenue, North 
Nashville, TN 37234


