Making Senseof Preaching

| reaching does not normally have agood
reputation. In vernacular speech, we useit to

describe someone who speaks down to us, telling us
what we ought to do. Yet, it isaword which
describes the hope of most believersthat God may
well have amessage for us—and the whisper of that
word may be found in the weak and very human
words of a preacher one Sunday morning.

Weall haveour preferencesasto what weliketo hear,
who we like to hear, and how a sermon is to be
preached. We like humor. We like to feel good. We
like to hear again
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comedianswho dispense simpleremediesfor living
in stressful times. The abundance of words and
messages in our world has made it difficult for
people to hear the words of God (After all, to truly
hear the message of God with all its paradox,
challenge to our normal ways of thinking, and
demand takestime and thoughtful ness—things
which are at apremium in our time).

At our best, we preachers still remember that the act

of preaching is supposed to be delivering a message

from God. While daunting, humbling, and feeling
inadequate, we

how God will take
care of us. We like
to hear something
relevant to our
lives. Asbeneficial
asthose things can
be, do we really

While preaching may give practical advice on important
issues, its purpose is not to render self-help nor is it to
simply convey more information about the Bible but
rather proclaim a radically new vision of our world—a
vision which is at odds with the world around us

must discover in

our spiritual journey
the passion of
God's own interest
in humanity and
convey to our
people what God

want God to tell us
only what we want to hear or do we not harbor adeep
hope that he will tell us also what we need to hear?
Aren't there larger truths beyond the borders of our
private, sheltered worlds that need to lay claim to our
lives, gifts, and energy?

Welivein asociety that isfilled with words and
information. Richard Lischer reminds us how
difficult it isto hear deeply the message of faith,
“The average American is subjected to
approximately six thousand messages per day. Why
would one of them called *gospel’ stand out? What
is one little message among so many?'2 How do
you get people to hear becomes the nagging
guestion for preachers. For preachers, the
temptation is often too great. We feel the need to
become amateur psychologists, storytellers, and

thinks of the
goings-on in our world. While preaching may give
practical advice on important issues, its purposeis
not to render self-help nor isit to simply convey
more information about the Bible but rather
proclaim aradically new vision of our world—a
vision which is at odds with the world around us.

Whilethe sermon may help you with practical tipsin
dealing with anger, family, stress, forgiveness, and
the like, the deeper messageisthat arecurring
encounter with God will heal you of your
brokenness and create fresh joy inyour life. Only the
Spirit resident in our lives enables usto havelove,
peace, joy, faith, patience, goodness and the like.

Like the prophets of old, the sermon is intended to
openfor you an alternativeworld inwhich GodisKing.



No power can rival his. He speaks to us as subjects
and children. In love and faithfulness we are made
whole. Our greedisreplaced by generosity. Our worries
arereplaced by trust. Our selfishnessis supplanted by
gratefulness. Our narrow vision is swept away in the
large panorama of God's doings in our world. In
hearing God, we discover that our world isin need of
redemption. The same old strategieswhich never before
brought peace need to

hand, sometimes we are the duds, dull of hearing
and caring—content to live sheltered lives
untroubled by the trouble of others and the
unwel comed summons of God. We normally think of
sermons as the craft of a preacher. The hope of
preaching, however, isthat somewhere between the
crafting and delivering, Christ isattempting to seize
our attention and give usalifefilled with promise
and peril. Whilewe must

bergjectedinfavor of
those radical,
sacrificial, suffering
paths which Jesus
lived. We are to be a
people ready to offer
grace, right injustice,

Sometimes sermons are duds; on the other
hand, sometimes we are the duds, dull of
hearing and caring—content to live sheltered
lives untroubled by the trouble of others and
the unwelcomed summons of God

respect the tradition of
biblical interpretations
which we have grown up
with, we must also be
open to reevaluating
those traditionsin the
light of new challenges,

and care for the
weak—even when they don’'t deserve it. We begin to
see this world as God sees it rather than through the
sullied culture of our time. We must be on guard against
the spirit of the age and seek to be transformed by the
spirit of God’'s Kingdom.

In the higher purposes of God, the sermonis not a
self-help lesson or areligiouslecture. Itisnot a
Bible study which unveilsall the hidden gems of
understanding on atext. It is not a dog and pony
show which entertains. And, (God forbid) it isnot a
message which soft pedal s both culture and faith so
that the boundary between the two can no longer be
distinguished. If the Christian faith isever embraced
by society, you can be assured that the message of
the cross has been decentralized and that pop
psychology along with ashallow religionthat is
nationalistic in tone has supplanted faith.

Sermons may often encourage and teach, but some
of them must jar and upset. Every personisdifferent
and differsin hisor her ability to hear what isbeing
said. Sometimes sermons are duds; on the other

new needs, new Crises,
and greater understanding of what God wants to do
in our world in our own lifetimes.

It has been my own experience that God takes the
sermons that are duds as well as the gems and works
hismystery in them. The very sermonsthat | think
are miserablefailures are often the very onesthat
renew hope in people who hurt. It istruly a God-
thing. It is not unusual for people to hear things| did
not say, as the Spirit takes a single word or sentence
and leads a person to think about their livesin
poignant and renewing ways. Not every sermon will
mean the same thing to every person. People come
to the sanctuary with different needs, different
visions of God, different perspectivesontheBible,
different personalities, different thresholds of what
they are able to hear and what it takes for God to
get through, and different lenses through which they
process all the information about our world.
Preaching is such aweak thing to change the world;
yet, God seemsto delight in taking weak things,
blessing them, and changing our world.

HRichard Lischer, The End of Words, p. 13
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